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ABSTRACT 
 
ERIC A COMMON:  Looking Back at the Transition to High School: Perspectives from 
Families with Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder 
(Under the direction of Kara Hume, Ph. D and Samuel L. Odom Ph. D) 
 
In an effort to better understand the unique experiences of high school students 
with ASD, and the transition into high school, information gleaned from a literature 
review, focus group study, and survey study were used to triangulate patterns across 
multiple and varied data sources.  A total of 33 parents and 8 adolescents/young adults 
with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) participated across studies.  Findings revealed that 
students and parents viewed high school dimensions as more negative, than positive.   
Social aspects were the most positive dimensions across individuals with ASD and parent 
perspectives.  The three most positive features about high school for students, perceived 
by parents included: getting good grades, making new friends, and freedom to choose 
classes.  While for parents, the three most positive features for their child were: taking 
classes in new subjects, freedom to choose some classes, and getting good grades were.   
In terms of orienting students with ASD during the transition to middle school to high 
school, both groups preferred personnel support to orientation activities.  Most 
orientation activities students with ASD participated in were informal and highly 
individualized (e.g., parent, student, teacher conference; walk through schedule).  
Recommendations for practice are proposed. Future directions and limitations of this 
study are discussed.  
 
 
  
  iv 
Acknowledgements 
 
I would like to thank Kara Hume, Ph.D., Samuel L. Odom, Ph.D., and Kathleen Lynne 
Lane, Ph.D., for their guidance throughout my program of study and thesis.  Also, I 
would like to thank the Center on Secondary Education for Students with Autism 
Spectrum Disorders, FPG Child Development Institute, “Team Fast,” and my family for 
their ongoing support.  Finally, I would like to thank Kathleen Clark for her insights into 
survey design and programming.  
 
  ii 
TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
  
LIST OF TABLES……………………………………………………………………………………. iv 
LIST OF FIGURES…………………………………………………………………………………... v 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS………………………………………………………………………… vi 
Chapter  
I.       INTRODUCTION………………………………………………………………...……… 1 
         Conceptual Framework……………………………………………………………..…….. 3 
         Purpose and Hypotheses………………………………………………….………………. 5 
II.      LITERATURE REVIEW…………………………………………...……………………. 8 
         Secondary Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder………………………………..…… 8 
         Transitioning into High School……………………………………………………...……. 12 
         Perception Research………………………………………………………………..……... 12 
         Transitioning and Orientation Programs……………………………………………..…… 18 
         Summary……………………………………………………………………………..…… 21 
III.    METHOD…………………………………………………………………………………. 22 
         Hypotheses………………………………………………………………………..………. 22 
         Survey Studies……………………………………………………………..……………… 22 
         Focus Group Study………………………………………………………………..………. 30 
IV.    RESULTS……………………………………………………………………...…………. 33 
         Recruitment…………………………………………………………………………..…… 33 
         Survey Results………………………………………………..…………………………… 34 
         Focus Group and Open-ended Results………………………………...………………….. 37 
  iii 
V.     Discussion………………………………………………………………...………………. 41 
         Positive and Negative Aspects of High School for Students with ASD………………..… 41 
         Orientation Experiences…...…………………………………………………..………….. 43 
         Stakeholder Recommendations……..……………………………………………..……… 43 
         Implications…..…………………………………………………..……………………….. 44 
         Recommendations for Practice……………………………………………………...……. 45 
         Limitations and Future Directions………………………………………………..………. 47 
         Summary………………………………………………………………………….………. 51 
APPENDICES…………………………………………………………………………………..…….. 52 
REFERENCES………………………………………………………………………………………... 65 
 
 
  
  iv 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
Table 
 
1. Survey Demographics ……………………………………………………………………… 
 
52 
2. Focus Group Demographics………………………………………………………………… 
 
53 
3. Qualitative Questions……………………………………………………………………… 
 
54 
4. Academic, Social, and Organizational Subscale Means from Parent and Student Report…. 
 
55 
5. Three Most Positive Features about High School Perceived by Students and their Parents... 
 
56 
6. Three Most Negative Features about High School Perceived by Students and their Parents. 
 
56 
7. Student Participation in Orientation Activities Reported by Students……………………… 
 
57 
8. Student Participation in Orientation Activities Reported by Parents……………………….. 
 
58 
 
9. People Identified as Helpers During Orientation by Students and their Parents …………… 
 
 
59 
10. Most Frequently Reported Orientation/Transition Activities Reported and their Mean 
Scores……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
59 
11. Most Frequent Individuals Identified as Helpers During Orientation/Transition into High 
School……………………………………………………………………………………….. 
 
 
59 
12. Summary of Thematic Results: Positive and Negative Aspects of High School Across 
Domains …………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
60 
13. Summary of Thematic Results: Orientation and Transition Supports……………………… 
 
61 
14. Summary of Thematic Results: Loss of Services Across Time…………………………….. 
 
62 
15. Summary of Thematic Results: Recommendations………………………………………… 
 
63 
 
  
  v 
LIST OF FIGURES 
 
Figure 
 
 
1. Student and Parent Perceptions of Transitional Aspects ………………………………………… 64 
 
  
  vi 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
ADHD…………………………………………………………….. Attention Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder 
ANOVA…………………………………………………………………………...…….Analysis of Variance 
AS……………………………………………………………………………………….Asperger’s syndrome 
ASD…………………………………………………………………………….... Autism Spectrum Disorder 
CA…………………………………………………………………………………………………...California 
CSESA…………………..… Center on Secondary Education for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders 
EF……………………………………………………………………………………...Executive Functioning 
EPF……………………………………………………………………….. Enhanced Perceptual Functioning 
GA………………………………………………………………………………………………..……Georgia 
GPA…………………………………………………………………………………….. Grade point average 
HFA………………………………………………………………………………… High functioning autism 
HP…………………………………………………………………………………………… High performers 
HST……………………………………………………………………………… Hyper-Systemizing Theory 
IEP……………………………………………………………………….…….Individualized Education Plan 
IL………………………………………………………………………………………………….……Illinois 
IN………………………………………………………………………………………………………Indiana 
IQ………………………………………………………………………………………..Intelligence Quotient 
IRB………………………………………………………………………………..Institutional Review Board 
LP……………………………………………………………………………………………..Low performers 
M………………………………………………………………………………………………...…..….. Mean 
N………………………………...…………………………………………………………….Population size 
n…………………………………..……………………………………………………………....Sample size 
NC…………………………………..…………………………………………………….……North Carolina 
  vii 
NLTS-2……………………………….………………………….. National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 
Not ans.  ……………………………….……………………………………………..………....Not answered 
Not partic.  …………………………….…..Something like this was offered but my child did not participate 
OCS …………………………………………………………………Occupational Course of Study Program 
PA……………………………………….……………………………………………………….Pennsylvania 
Partic.  ………………………………….………………………..………..Participated in something like this 
PDD……………………………………………………………………... Pervasive Developmental Disorder 
PSSM………………………………………………………….. Psychological Sense of School Membership 
PTS-P………………………………………………………. Perception of Transition Survey – Parent Form 
PTS-S…………………………………………………..…. Perception of Transition Survey – Student Form 
PTS…………………………………………………………………………. Perception of Transition Survey 
RA…………………………………………………………………………………………..….. Rhode Island 
RRBI……………………………………………………….Restricted and repetitive behaviors and interest 
SCQ…………………….……………………………………………………. Social Concerns Questionnaire 
SD….. ……………………………….…………………………………………………….Standard deviation 
STEP………………………………….……………………….. School Transitional Environmental Program 
THI…………………………………….…………………………………………….Total Household Income 
TN…………………………………………………………………………………………………..Tennessee 
ToM…………………………………………………………………………………………...Theory of Mind 
TX……………………………………………………………………………………………………….Texas 
UK……………………………………………………………………………………………United Kingdom 
USA…………………………………………………………………………………United States of America 
VA…………………………………………………………………………………………………….Virginia 
YSP…. ……………………………………………………………………………..Young Scholars Program 
Chapter I 
INTRODUCTION 
The transition to high school is an important milestone coinciding with many 
physical, cognitive, emotional, and psychological changes that encompass adolescent 
maturation.  Students often experience a mixture of apprehension and excitement during 
the transition into high school.  Akos & Galassi (2004) found students anticipated both 
positive experiences, such as opportunities to select classes, make new friends, have more 
freedom, and participate in school events. At the same time, these students expressed 
concerns around the amount of homework assigned, ability to fit in and making friends, 
fears of getting lost around campus, and pressures to do well.  Students who are 
transitioning are expected to not only acclimate to the physicality of a new school, but 
also to new academic (e.g., new subjects), social (e.g., maintaining new and old 
friendships), and organizational (e.g., having multiple teachers with varying expectations) 
dimensions associated with the new school environment (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Smith, 
Akos, Lim & Wiley, 2008; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013).  
The majority of transition research has focused on the move from elementary to 
middle school (e.g., Akos, 2002; Hamm, Farmer, Dadisman, Gravelle, & Murray, 2011), 
with less attention examining the middle to high school transition (Benner, 2011).  
Within the small body of transition into high school research, the majority of studies 
focus on low-income, urban and/or minority students (e.g., Newman, Lohman, Myers, & 
Smith, 2000; Newman, Myers, Newman, Lohman, & Smith, 2000; Reyes, Gillock, & 
Kobus, 1994); students at-risk for achievement loss (e.g., Alspaugh, 1998a; 1998b; 2000; 
Mizelle & Irvin, 2000), and perception research of students in general education and/or 
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their parents (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005; Smith et al., 2008; Uvass & 
McKevitt, 2013).  
For students with disabilities, the transition into high school may be more 
complicated.  Structural shifts in educational delivery frequently mean lower levels of 
support in secondary settings, as well as higher placements in regular education 
classrooms (Letrello & Miles, 2003; Wei, Wagner, Christiano, Shattuck, & Yu, 2013).  
Students with autism spectrum disorder (ASD) may be more disadvantaged due to a triad 
of impairments in social interaction, communication, and unusually restricted and 
repetitive behaviors and interests (RRBI; American Psychiatric Association, 2000).  
Additionally, these individuals may have greater need for predictability, difficulty with 
schedules, distress when a pattern of behavior is disrupted (Flannery & Horner, 1994; 
Hume, 2008; Mesibov, Shea, & Schopler, 2005); and difficulty organizing their 
environment and thoughts in processing auditory stimuli (Grandin, 1992). These 
characteristics may make acclimating to the new physicality and new expectations of 
high school challenging for students on the spectrum.  
 In an effort to ameliorate the challenges of transitioning from middle to high 
school, many schools use orientation activities as well as transition supports to assist their 
incoming students.  Orientation and transition programming typically provide important 
logistical information as a means to aid students during the transition into secondary 
educational settings (MacIver, 1990).  Students who attend schools with formal and 
explicit transition programs have shown to be more likely to experience a smooth 
transition to high school in comparison those students who did not (Smith, 1997).   
Additionally, schools that provide such programs report greater levels of student 
retention, as well as lower levels of student dropout rates than schools providing minimal 
to no support.  MacIver and Epstein (1991) found schools that provided basic supports 
(e.g., tour of new school, communication between educators and counselors between 
schools) involved students minimally and only offered supports prior to the enrollment at 
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the new school.  High quality programs not only offer new students articulation activities 
around organizational and safety procedures prior to the first day of school, but continue 
to offer supports that can include interdisciplinary teaming, bridging together middle to 
personnel, and continual social supports (e.g., homeroom and group advisories) to 
students (Mac Iver, 1990, Mac Iver & Epstein, 1991, Mizelle 1999).  Mac Iver and 
Epstein (1991) found principles of middle school providing such additional supports 
expected better outcomes for their students as they entered high school (e.g., retention; 
MacIver & Epstein, 1991).  
Although research examining the high school transition process for the general 
population is growing (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Mizelle, 1999; Reyes et al 1994; Schiller, 
1999; Weiss, 2001), research examining this transition for students with disabilities is 
nascent (Frasier, 2007; Letrello & Miles, 2003;), and specific to students with autism is 
nonexistent.  Orientation processes explored for students from low-income, urban and/or 
minority households, students at-risk for achievement loss, and typically developing 
students in general education may not be as effective in supporting students with ASD 
because of the complexity of their communication, social and organizational concerns.  
Furthermore, they do not examine the perceptions of students with ASD, and what their 
unique needs during the transition to high school may be.  In addition, few orientation 
programs have been empirically investigated regardless of the population of interest so 
there is a paucity of evidence to support recommended practices (e.g., MacIver & 
Epstein, 1991; Mizelle, 1999). This study seeks to illuminate the transition experiences 
unique to students with ASD to inform research and implementation in an effort to 
encourage future research and development of efficacious orientation programming for 
students with ASD.  
Conceptual Framework 
Transitions are a natural and necessary part of an individual’s life course (Elder, 
1998).  Some transitions occur frequently and throughout our day-to-day lives, while 
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others occur far less frequently, but may culturally be just as normative.  The transition to 
high school is embedded in the life course of students participating in the K-12 
continuum.  Ecological systems theory (Brofenbrennder, 1979) conceptualizes that 
human development is influenced by interactions occurring across many systems of 
influence.  In this perspective, the child is at the epicenter of coactive systems within 
systems (e.g. individual, the family, and the schools).  From this developmental 
perspective, changes within the individual are influenced by the interactions an individual 
has within various systems across all levels, some of which child is not directly involved 
in at all.  Across systems, interactions are bidirectional, where events in one system can 
have an impact on the resources and challenges in another.  Events in smaller (e.g., 
biological constitution of the individual, family) and larger systems (e.g., parent’s work 
place, school systems, government) all have an influence on the child’s environment, and 
in turn on his or her behavior and development.  
The transition to high school is a common experience for students; therefore they 
are many structurally embedded to supports within the broader culture that influence this 
process.  For example, before the transition into high school, many students will already 
notice an increase in their teacher’s expectations of student behavior.  Gresham, Dolstra, 
Lambros, McLaughlin & Lane (2000) found teacher expectations change between fourth 
and sixth grades - with sixth grade teachers rating more student behaviors as critical for 
academic success (as cited in Lane, Carter, Common & Jordan, 2012).  Ideally, any 
trajectory such as the leveling of elementary to middle, middle to high school, high 
school, will include a continuum of support services bridging the lowest and highest 
levels of ecological systems.  For students with special needs, critical issues include 
identifying their appropriate level and intensity, and how affordable and flexible the 
transition supports are to meet a wide range of student’s needs. 
It is common for students to experience multiple stressors around academic, 
social, and procedural (hence force referred to as organizational) domains (Akos & 
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Galassi, 2004) when transitioning into a new school context.  Any specific behavior that 
takes place has a history rich in developmental, bidirectional interactions that have 
crossed many levels developmental influence (Gottlieb, 1997; Loeber & Farrington, 
1998; 2001) and domains with implications for academic, social, and behavioral 
competencies.  For many students, including those labeled as gifted or with special needs, 
the transition across grade levels (e.g., from elementary to middle, middle to high school) 
has been associated with achievement loss.  These losses have been reported in grade 
point average (GPA) and course failure (Alspaugh, 1998a; Isakson & Jarvis, 1999; 
Newman, Myers et al., 2000; Reyes et al., 1994); self-perception (Reyes et al., 1994) and 
social status (Reyes et al., 1994; Schiller, 1999); and risk for drop out (Alspaugh, 1998a; 
1998b; Alspaugh, 2000).  For students with special needs, one must ask what the 
additional stressors exist when transitioning from one schooling environment to the other.  
This study is an attempt to answer questions around the unique experiences of high 
school for students with ASD and their perspectives on the transition into high school.  
Purpose and Hypotheses 
The purpose of this study is to investigate the perspectives of students with ASD 
regarding the transition from middle to high school.  Most research addressing this 
transition has targeted the perceptions of students without disabilities.  Because high 
school students with ASD are underrepresented in transition from secondary and more 
specifically middle to high school literature, this study examined the perceptions of 
students with ASD regarding students’ transition from primary or intermediary school 
into high school.  Based on a review of perception research on transitioning from middle 
to high school, the following research questions and associated hypotheses were 
examined:  
Research question one. What are the perceptions of high school students with 
ASD regarding the positive and negative aspects of being a high school student? 
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Test hypothesis one. Students will report more experiences negative than positive 
across academic, social, and organization subscales on the Perception of Transition 
Survey – Student Form (PTS-S), and rate academics as more positive compared to the 
social and organizational subscales.  
Research question two. What are the perceptions of parents of high school 
students with ASD regarding the positive and negative aspects of being a high school 
student? 
Test hypothesis two. Parents will express a balance of positive and negative 
concerns across academic, social, and organization subscales of the Perception of 
Transition Survey – Parent Form (PTS-P) and rate academics as most positive and social 
as most negative. 
Research question three. What are the similarities and differences between 
students’ and parents’ perceptions regarding the positive and negative aspects of high 
school? 
Test hypothesis three. Students and parents will rate similarly on academic 
domains as favorable; students will rate the social domain more negative than parents. 
Parents will rate the organization domain more negatively compared to students.  
Research question four. What factors (e.g. helpers, activities) do students with 
ASD as well as their parents find to be the most beneficial contributions to a successful 
transition into high school? 
Test hypothesis four. Parents will: (a) rate helpers higher than activities, and (b) 
rate peer helpers higher than adult supports. Students will rate: (a) activities higher than 
helpers, and (b) adult support higher than peer support.  
Research Question five. Having gone through the transition to secondary school, 
what recommendations do students with ASD as well as their parents have to aid the 
successful transition for future students? 
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Test hypothesis five. Parents will express concerns around barriers to services 
and follow through with Individualized Education Plans (IEPs) by general education 
teachers. Students will express mistrust for other students and a desire for safe areas to go 
to during unstructured activities (e.g., breaks and lunch). 
These research questions were derived from a review of the literature around 
secondary education, students with autism, and perception research on transitioning into 
high school.  This study will triangulate information gleaned from a conceptual literature 
review, a pilot survey study of students’ with ASD and parent’s of students with ASD 
and focus groups implemented with individuals with ASD, as well as parents of 
individuals with ASD.  The results will be shared with a larger project (i.e., Center on 
Secondary Education for Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders; CSESA), 
participating school districts, and posted on the CSESA project website in a research brief 
to disseminate findings to stakeholders and participants.  
Chapter II 
Literature Review 
Students with ASD bring a myriad of behaviors, which can impede their 
functioning in secondary school environments, and impact their adolescent development 
including personal-social and adaptive impairments (e.g., social deficits, poor 
relationships with peers; poor hygiene), communication difficulties (e.g., poor 
understanding of abstract concepts), and unusually RRBI (e.g., elaborate rituals; National 
Autism Center, 2009).  Often, these deficits do not improve with age and may become 
more pronounced during adolescence and adulthood as the gap between competencies 
and expectations widen (Rao, Beidel & Murray 2008; Rosenthal et al., 2013).  In this 
chapter the research on issues surrounding secondary education for students with ASD 
are introduced.  Subsequently, how these issues uniquely impact the transition into 
secondary settings (more specifically to high school) is explored through a discussion of 
studies identifying perceptions of high school students and other stakeholders of this 
transition experience.  This chapter concludes with articles that have identified 
recommended supports to aid students as they move from middle to high school.  
Secondary Students with Autism Spectrum Disorders 
Prior to the increase and availability of early diagnosis and access to evidence-
based interventions, over 80% of children diagnosed with ASD met the comorbidity 
criteria for an intellectual disability classification (National Autism Center, 2009).  
Today, more than 50% of individuals with ASD are reportedly without a co-morbid 
intellectual disability (Fombonne, 2009).  However, in spite of their intellectual abilities 
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only 33% of secondary students are included in the standard grade-level curriculum 
(Newman, 2007).  Furthermore, in those classes, 67% of general education teachers 
reported making modifications to the general education curriculum (Newman, 2007).  
The prominent features of ASD often affect all areas of development including social, 
emotional, and academic domains (Rao et al., 2008). These effects may facilitate the 
exclusion of students with ASD from general education classrooms, or their potential to 
fully participate when enrolled in these classes.   
Recent calls by researchers to focus on secondary education for students with 
ASD (e.g., CSESA) are well timed as more students with ASD are entering secondary 
settings.  For instance, the overall incidence (1:88) of ASD has been consistently rising, 
only recently has the incidence of ASD in 14 to 17-year olds matched that of younger 
cohorts (Blumberg et al., 2013; Center for Disease and Control, 2012; 2013).  By the 
same token, between 1996 and 2006, participation in general education classes by 
students with ASD have gone from 18.3% to 32.3%, and the number of graduations with 
regular diplomas has risen from 33.6% to 57.1% (U.S. Department of Education, 2011).  
High school presents not only an increase in content and conceptual information through 
the curriculum, but opportunities for students to develop the skills required to negotiate 
personal responsibilities, independence, and social demands of adulthood.  The 
prevalence of students with ASD in secondary settings necessitates a cohesive research 
agenda recognizing the complexity of the disorder as it intersects with typical academic 
and developmental milestones if students are to be successful in these environments. 
In adolescence, peers play a central role in an individual’s development (Brown, 
1990).  Unfortunately, adolescents with ASD are rarely involved in social activities with 
their peers, as noted in the National Longitudinal Transition Study-2 (NLTS; Wagner, 
Cadwallader, Garza & Cameto, 2004).  Results of the NLTS-2 implied youth with autism 
were least likely among any disability category to be invited to a social event in the past 
year (49%), see friends outside of school (6%), or receive telephone calls from their 
  10 
friends (10%; Wagner et al., 2004).  This exclusion from peers has implications for 
school success, as students who are rejected are more likely to perform poorly on 
achievement assessments and less likely to participate in classroom activities (Buhs & 
Ladd, 2001). 
Many of the behavioral characteristics associated with ASD have been linked to 
unique neurological or cognitive processes specific to individuals with ASD.  
Researchers have explored Theory of Mind (ToM; Baron-Cohen et al. 1985; Baron-
Cohen, 1997), issues around executive functioning, enhanced perceptual functioning 
(EPF; Mottron & Burak, 2001; Mottron et al. 2006) and hyper-systemizing theory (HST; 
Baron-Cohen, Ashwin, Ashwin, Tavassoli, & Chakrabarti, 2009) as points of intervention 
and mediators of the behavioral signifiers of ASD.  Challenges related to ToM underlies 
difficulties some individuals with ASD may have attributing mental states (e.g., beliefs, 
desires, intentions, and memories) in self and in others in order to explain and predict 
behavior (Baron-Cohen et al. 1985; Baron-Cohen, 1997).  For students with difficulties in 
ToM, rapidly shifting from the expectations of one classroom teacher to the next or 
navigating peer-to-peer interactions may be especially challenging in the high school 
context where social interactions will be more nuanced and expectation shifts are 
frequent. 
Conversely, researchers investigating EPF and HST postulate the main difference 
between individuals with and without ASD is the presence of a unique cognitive-
perceptual process.  In both models, individuals with autism have a unique cognitive 
ability to recognize repeated patterns due to either a superior flow of “low-level” 
perceptual information (i.e., the EPF model) or an exceptional attention to detail (i.e., the 
HST model).  This cognitive profile in individuals with ASD has been associated with 
both strength and core deficits related to the disorder.  For instance, individuals with ASD 
show relative strengths on task performance that is higher than would be expected based 
on their overall level of development. These tasks included mental computation, list 
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memory, simple pattern detection, geometric figure completion, and shape reproduction 
(Baron-Cohen et al., 2009; Mottron, Belleville, & Menard, 1999; Mottron & Burack, 
2001; Plaidsted, O’Riordan, & Baron-Cohen, 1998).  However, these cognitive profiles 
are also associated with difficulties organizing perceptual stimuli from their environment.  
This can result in difficulty discerning meaning from environmental cues (e.g., facial and 
emotion recognition; Morton, Dawson, Soulières, Hubert, & Burack, 2006).  
Another neurocognitive line of inquiry explores issues around executive 
functioning (EF) and the broad range of cognitive processes required for action planning 
and inhibition, organization, self-monitoring, fluid reasoning and set shifting (Lind & 
Williams, 2011).  Several components of EF have been shown to be impaired while 
others appear to be intact for in individuals with ASD.  Evidence of executive 
dysfunction in individuals with ASD has identified difficulties with planning ability 
(Ozonoff, Pennington, & Rogers, 1991), cognitive flexibility (Ozonoff et al. 1991), and 
working memory (Ozonoff & Stayer, 2001), whereas studies measuring inhibitory control 
have overwhelming suggested it to be intact.  Adolescents with EF problems may have 
greater difficulty with organization, following multiple-step directions and the ability to 
self-initiate (Rosenthal, et al., 2013).  These are critical components to success in the 
academic and organizational domains associated with expectations of independence for 
adolescents across settings.  
For many students with ASD, transitions across the K-12 continuum will be a 
challenge without explicit instruction or supports.  Tobias (2009) examined attitudes of 
students with ASD as well as their parents in the United Kingdom regarding the supports 
received in secondary school (UK).  In this study, the supports identified as most helpful 
included: (a) targeted support at key points (e.g., specific, detailed information about their 
new skill and problem-solving aides for different eventualities); (b) providing a 
mentoring program for student (e.g., consistent contact at school with a primary point 
person discuss issues as needed); (c) the availability of quiet and calm space, to reduce 
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anxiety (e.g., a room to calm down in); (d) good communication between staff and 
parents; (e) knowledge staff of basic knowledge of ASD and key characteristics; (f) 
individual, tailor-made supports ; (g) welcoming environment; (h) thoroughness (e.g., 
commitment or dedication to the student); (i) lower student/staff ratios.  Tobias (2009) 
concludes, by recommending additional supports to include: programming to enhance 
self-confidence, self-awareness, sense of belonging, and social inclusion; as well as 
greater organizational, independence skills, and other life skills. 
Transitioning into High School 
 Academic performance is the major emphasis of high school. For the first time, 
many students will be aware of what the graduation requirements are, as they will be 
explicitly stated and continuously referred to.  The program of study will increasingly 
revolve around earning credits required for graduation and competitive applications for 
college over strength building interventions around social competency, peer relations or 
self-determining behaviors.  Organizational demands also emerge in high school around 
how teachers and classes are compartmentalized (e.g., within departments, physical 
location within the building).  While middle schools tend to house cohorts of students by 
grade, high school educators are assigned to departments by subject, and may have little 
interaction with or knowledge of what is going on across broader student cohorts.  Class 
sizes and the number of different classrooms and teachers will also increase for students 
as they transition into high school.  Typical shifts in the adolescent’s social context 
continue to focus on peer groups and popularity.  The expectations in friendships become 
more nuanced and complex as intimacy, empathy and sharing become more valued 
(Claes, 1992; McNelles & Connolly, 1999).  High school also brings new opportunities 
for students to interact with older, more mature students; a broader range of student 
organizations, and variety of extracurricular activities.  Students transitioning into high 
school will acclimate to these new experiences differently.  The following section 
examines student perceptions around the high school experience and transition process.  
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Perception Research 
 Low-income, urban, minority students.  Two early studies that describe 
perceptions of students as they moved from middle school to high school sought to 
identify factors associated with the school success of low-income, minority students 
considered academically promising (Newman, Lohman et al., 2000; Newman, Myers, et 
al., 2000).  These studies focused on the perceptions of a group of high-ability, urban, 
low-income students participating in the Young Scholars Program (YSP; Newman & 
Newman, 1999).  Students with a GPA above 3.0 in both studies were identified as high 
performers (HP), while the remainders were considered low performers (LP; Newman, 
Lohman et al., 2000). In both studies, students identified their mothers and/or parents, 
friends, teachers, and YSP coordinators as academic supports.  However, the studies 
differed subtly in exact shifts in students’ perceptions from middle to high school.  
In the first study, Newman and colleagues (Newman, Myers et al., 2000) collected 
in-depth interviews with students, student responses to standardized measures of 
academic motivation, self-esteem, and academic self-esteem; interviews with YSP; and 
questionnaires completed by persons identified by students as academically supportive 
for 22 African American students at the end of ninth grade.  They found subtle 
differences in HP and LP student perceptions of the transition from eighth grade to ninth 
grade.  Negative comments about their ninth grade teachers were most common (77%), 
however 55% also had positive comments about their teachers.  High performers were 
more likely to mention negative comments about their teachers, while LP were more 
likely to mention positive comments about their teachers.  High performers discussed 
issues around their ninth grade work being more difficult, and adjusting to the new 
school, while LP were more divided on whether or not ninth grade was easier or more 
difficult.   
In the second study by Newman and colleagues (Newman, Lohman et al., 2000), 
29 minority students participating in YSP were interviewed after their eighth or ninth 
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grade year.  These interviews focused on researcher identified microsystems researchers 
likely to affect student’s academic motivation and performance, as well as challenges 
expected or challenges experienced during the ninth grade year.  In this study, HP and LP 
students viewed the transition to ninth grade similarly, with students reporting ninth 
grade to be harder and more difficult than eighth grade; and with more demands in 
homework, note taking, and responsibility (Newman, Lohman et al., 2000).  High 
performers reported challenges in academics, social (e.g., maintain and making friends, 
getting along with teachers), and staying out of trouble (Newman, Lohman et al., 2000).  
Low performers reported challenges in academics, peer pressure, their neighborhood, 
skipping school, getting used to the new school, and family problems (Newman, Lohman 
et al., 2000). 
Students with disabilities.  One study has compared perceptions of students with 
and without learning disabilities (Letrello & Miles, 2003).  In this study, six students with 
learning disabilities were compared with six students without disabilities using 
information gleaned from interviews that occurred during the ninth grade year.  Both 
groups gave similar answers across several domains, but one notable difference emerged 
around supports.  Students with learning disabilities indicated they relied more on help 
from peers and teachers in order to be successful in the ninth grade (Letrello & Miles, 
2003).  Both groups reported similar fears (i.e., size of school, older students, not having 
friends, not being able to find classes) and expectations (e.g., wouldn’t see friends, 
difficult classes, demanding teachers) of what they though high would be like, and how it 
actually differed from middle school (e.g., bigger school, more freedom, more 
opportunities for extracurricular activities, high school students being more accepting of 
student difference).  Regarding the transition into high school, both groups reported 
making friends, getting involved in extracurricular activities, and having more fun and 
freedom as easy changes related to being in high school.  They also shared in identifying 
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getting accustomed to block scheduling, higher expectations, managing time, and a lack 
of time to socialize because of homework demands as difficult adjustments.  
 Students in general education.  Seven studies explored the perceptions of 
various stakeholders including students, their parents, and/or high school teachers on the 
transition from middle to high school using a combination of survey techniques (Akos & 
Galassi, 2004; Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005; Rice, 2011; Smith et al., 2008; Smith, Feldwisch, 
Abell, 2006; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013; Zeedyk et al., 2003).  In the first study, Zeedyk et 
al. (2003) demonstrated a perceptual disconnect in academic and social perceptions 
before and after the transition to high school.  Academic competencies were the primary 
factor identified by students and their parents prior to enrolling in high school.  However, 
once in high school, students listed social and organizational skills (e.g., time 
management, ability to stay on-task, appropriate behavior) as critical competencies to a 
successful transition (Zeedyk et al., 2003).  
The Perceptions of Transition Survey (PTS; Akos & Galassi, 2004) was used in 
five of these studies (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005; Smith et al., 2006; 
Smith et al., 2008; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013).  In the original study, Akos and Galassi 
(2004) compared retrospective perceptions of students, parents, and teachers on positive 
and negative aspects of the transitions into secondary settings.  In this study, 173 sixth 
grades, 83 of their parents, and 12 teachers responded for the elementary to middle school 
transition.  Three hundred and twenty-nine 9th graders, 61 of their parents, and 17 
teachers responded for the middle to high school transition.  With regard to the transition 
to high school, students looked forward to having more freedom, making new friends, 
and attending school events (Akos & Galassi, 2004).  Teachers and parents shared several 
positive views of high school, including opportunities for making new friends, choosing 
classes, and optional participation in sports and physical education classes (Akos & 
Galassi, 2004).  These students were most concerned about the amount of homework, 
having harder classes, and getting lost (Akos & Galassi, 2004).  Parents worried about the 
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amount of homework, pressure to do well, and pressure to do things.  Teachers reported 
worry over students’ pressure to do well, fitting in and making friends, and having harder 
classes (Akos & Galassi, 2004).  Overall, these students rated the difficulty of the 
transition to high school as being “somewhat easy” (Akos & Galassi, 2004). 
In subsequent studies using the PTS, Butts and Cruzeiro (2005) found students 
perceived helpful factors for the transition to include having teachers who explained 
things well, having an interest in the class material, having friends in class, and going to 
class daily.  Students reported things that were not helpful for success included having 
limited time with friends, having a mentor, having tutors help with work, being in a larger 
school, and difficulty forgetting outside problems (Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005).  The 
majority of these students (66.1%) reported feeling successful after the transition (Butts 
& Cruzeiro, 2005).  Students recommended having more help during their eighth grade 
year, and additional support from their family, friends, and teachers would have been 
helpful for the transition (Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005).  
More recently, Smith and colleagues (Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 2008), and 
Uvass and McKevitt (2013) adapted the PTS to organize items in order to extend this line 
of research.  In Smith et al. (2006) alpha coefficients were calculated for the measure 
across two subscales, positive aspects (.82) and negative aspects (.94) of transitioning.  In 
this sample of 40 eighth grade students and their parents at the end of their last semester 
in middle school students statistically looked more forward to a greater number of high 
school experiences than their parents reported.  Students rated being in a large school, 
having more choices for lunch, being around older students, being around more students, 
the freedom to choose an academic plan and classes, higher than their parents on those 
same items.  Items with similar ratings for students and parents included making new 
friends, attending school events, extra-curricular activities, getting good grades, and 
taking new subjects.  However, parents rated more positively having new teachers than 
did students.  Notably, students’ and parents’ concerns were not statistically different.  
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The greatest areas of worry for students were having too much homework and difficulties 
associated with teachers and classes.   
In their subsequent study, Smith et al. (2008) compared how students, their 
parents, and school staff perceived the transition from middle to high school again. This 
time they organized the scales around academic, social, organizational and helper 
elements.  Internal estimates ranged from .52 for organization, .72 for academic, .78 for 
helper, and .81 social subscales.  Aggregated students’ and parents’ pre-transition scores 
revealed parents perceived academic aspects of high school slightly more positive than 
students, whereas students viewed social aspects significantly more positive than parents 
with no difference reported between students and parents on the organizational scale.  In 
comparing pre-post student perceptions of the transition, perceptions were statistically 
more positive on the academic subscale after the transition.  No differences were reported 
in their social or organizational perceptions of being in high school before or after the 
transition.  Prior to the transition, students reported moderate levels of support from their 
eighth grade counselors, and higher levels of support from their parents and eight grade 
teachers in preparing for the transition.  Retrospectively, they reported lower levels of 
support from their eighth grade staff and stable levels of support from their parents.  
Recently, Uvass and McKevitt (2013) adapted the PST to compare students’ 
perceptions of eighth and ninth grade for seven subscales.  The scales were: (a) positive 
feelings towards school, (b) school concern, (c) transitional supports, (d) school 
connectedness, (e) extracurricular involvement, (f) grades, and (g) attendance.  No 
statistical difference was reported for the slight decreases in mean scores on two of the 
change scores (i.e., positive feelings about school, absences; Uvass & McKevitt, 2013).  
After the transition, students perceived less school concerns, lower levels of school 
connectedness and extracurricular involvement, as well as declines in their grades (Uvass 
& McKevitt, 2013).  Once in high school, student’s greatest concerns focused on 
academics and doing well (Uvass & McKevitt, 2013).   
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The Social Concerns Questionnaire (SCQ; Thomasson, Field, O’Donnell, & 
Woods, 2006) in an assessment measure used to identify self-reported school concerns 
during the primary to secondary transition.  Rice (2011) assessed the validity of the 
measure among 147 primary and 263 secondary students enrolled in six primary and two 
secondary schools in south central England.  She identified concerns of primary school 
students preparing for the transition to secondary school to revolve around homework, 
being bullied, remembering equipment for class, school size, and changing classes (Rice, 
2011).  In a smaller sample, of 67 students were reassessed after their transition.  Their 
overall level of concern decreased, but the items of concerns remained (Rice, 2011).  
Transition and orientation programs 
Despite evidence that the high school transition represents a point of heightened 
vulnerability for students, few programs designed to facilitate transitions have been 
evaluated for their efficacy.  Transition programs are considered effective if they improve 
student attendance, achievement, and retention (Cauley & Jovanovich, 2006) despite 
growing evidence from student perception research identifying social and organization 
competencies as critical elements for students’ success (Zeedyk et al., 2003).  
Furthermore, few systems are in place to monitor the multiple needs of students.  By 
utilizing schoolwide data systems across academic, behavioral and social domains (e.g., 
Lane, Kalberg, & Menzies, 2009) to identify students at-risk for achievement loss during 
the transition into high school, data would be more readily available in examining the 
efficacy of individual and schoolwide transitional support programs across a broader 
range of student-level outcomes.  
Gentle-Genitty (2009) recently reviewed 246 orientation programs targeting 
African American students, and identified four programs identified as best practice: (a) 
School Transitional Environmental Program (STEP; Felner et al., 1994); (b) Skills, 
Opportunity, and Recognition (formerly Seattle Social Development Project; Catalano, 
Berglund, Ryan. Loncak, & Hawkins, 2004); (d) Positive Action through Holistic 
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Education (Gottfredson, 1986); and (e) Fast Tack (Conduct Problems Prevention 
Research Group, 1992; 2002).  Best practice programs were identified using the: (a) 
positive youth development database, (b) the Office of Juvenile Justice delinquency 
Preventions’ Model Program on juvenile justice, and (c) the Office of Surgeon General 
(Gentle-Genitty, 2009).  In addition, studies were required to have: (a) outcomes 
associated with a reduction of problem behavior and/or increase in positive behavior, (b) 
addressed three of the following five domains – individual, peer, family, school, and 
community; (c) a structured curriculum or activity format to allow for replication; (d) 
duration of program that exceeded nine months 3) program strategies that included 
cognitive-behavioral and social skill development; (f) program fidelity procedures; (g) 
and reliable evaluation measures (e.g., pre- and post-testing, or experimental designs with 
assigned comparison groups).  Gentle-Genitty (2009) found the STEP program to be the 
most promising.  The step program was unique in that it was the only program to address 
all five points of entry, including involving teachers, parents, peers, the individual and 
changes in the school community (Gentle-Genitty, 2009). 
Despite little empirical research examining the effectiveness of common 
transitional support practices, there are many recommended articulation activities 
proposed in the literature.  MacIver (1990) explored the use of key practices in addition 
to traditional transition programing, these included advisories, interdisciplinary teaming, 
and housed disciplines.  MacIver (1990) examined how such programming: (a) provides 
students and parents with information about the new school, (b) provides students with 
social support during the transition, and (c) brings middle school and high school 
personnel together to learn about one another’s curriculum and organization.  For each 
practice, strong implementation yielded benefits that were educationally significant 
(MacIver, 1990).  However, some of the more promising activities (e.g., having a buddy 
program) were rarely used (MacIver, 1990). 
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Ninth grade reform in practice.  Some school districts have taken a more 
proactive and ongoing approach to orienting freshmen. In order to combat poor 
performance in ninth grade these districts utilize organizational structures such as 
housing all freshmen in “freshmen centers” (Smith et al., 2008), and ninth grade specific 
staff assignment (International Center for Leadership in Education, ICLE 2008).  They 
are intended to facilitate a sense of community and ease the academic and social 
transition from middle school to high school.  For example, freshmen centers were 
designed to operate more like middle schools arranged in houses or teams by grade 
(Smith et al 2008) than high schools, which are compartmentalized by department 
(Rutledge, Cohen-Vogel, Osborne-Lampkin, 2012).  The efficacy of such a model has yet 
to be studied.  However, the International Center for Leadership in Education (2008) 
recommends the practice of exclusive staff assignment to the ninth grade by: (a) 
motivating capable teachers to teach 9th grade and focus on the unique needs of this 
population, (b) assigning nearly 100% of an administrator’s time to the ninth grade to 
create a common link to the rest of the faculty, (c) assigning a ninth grade counselor that 
will either follow the cohort through all four years or for the first year, and (d) 
designating other support staff to help coordinate the unique and particular resources 
available at that high school in aiding students and their families in finding said supports. 
An exemplary transition program for students with special needs is implemented 
in a suburban school district in Los Angeles (Frasier 2007).  This district responded to the 
unique needs of students in special education by collaborating with their feeder middle 
school and creating a multistage orientation process that begins early in the spring 
semester of the student’s eighth grade year. This process includes: (a) high school special 
education director and staff visiting the middle school; (b) high school guidance staff 
giving orientation to all middle school students; (c) the high school English Honors 
Program explained to all middle school students; (d) IEP meetings held at the high school 
and the schedule facilitated by high school special education case workers in 
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collaboration with the middle school team; (e) a high school tour for all incoming 
freshmen; (f) a high school all-parent and child open house; and (g) an eight-week 
summer orientation program for students with special needs.  
Summary 
The transition into high school is a time of both concern and excitement for many 
students and their families as they are presented with new opportunities and challenges. 
Student perception research has identified a broad range of opinions of their teachers 
spanning positive and negative attributes (Newman, Lohman, et al, 2000; Newman, 
Myers et al., 2000).  Student-identified challenges in high school include higher academic 
demands (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Newman, Lohman, et al, 2000; Newman, Myers et al., 
2000), adjusting to new behavioral expectations (Newman, Lohman, et al, 2000; 
Newman, Myers et al., 2000; Zeedyk et al., 2003), and block scheduling (Letrello & 
Miles, 2003).  Issues around peer relations vary, as some studies identified that students 
perceived friendships difficult to establish or maintain (e.g., Newman, Lohman, et al, 
2000), while others reported the ease of forming new friendships in high school (e.g., 
Letrello & Miles, 2003).  Several studies also emphasized the important role of friends as 
a support factor during the transition into high school (Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005; Zeedyk et 
al., 2003).  Recommendations to support students emphasized advisory periods, 
interdisciplinary teaming, and peer buddy programs as components of a quality transition 
program in addition to orientation programs that articulate logistical information 
(MacIver, 1990, MacIver & Epstein, 1991).  The identified supports for students with 
ASD include offering targeted supports, a time away or “safe place” in the school, an 
educated staff with basic knowledge of ASD, individualized supports, a welcoming 
environment towards students, and low student/staff ratios (Tobias, 2009).  
Chapter III 
Method 
  
To gain further insight into the perceptions of students and their parents regarding the 
transition from middle to high school, five questions were asked.  Questions were based 
on the available literature addressing the perceptions of students and their parents, and 
focus group data. The information gleaned from the literature review, focus group data, 
and survey data were used to triangulate patterns across multiple and varied data sources.  
The following research questions were asked:  
1. What are the perceptions of high school students with ASD regarding the positive 
and negative aspects of being a high school student? 
2. What are the perceptions of parents of high school students with ASD regarding 
the positive and negative aspects of being a high school student? 
3. What are the similarities and differences between students’ and parents’ 
perceptions regarding the positive and negative aspects of high school? 
4. What factors (e.g. helpers, activities) do students with ASD as well as their 
parents find to be the most beneficial contributions to a successful transition into 
high school? 
5. Having gone through the transition to secondary school, what recommendations 
do students with ASD as well as their parents have to aid the successful transition 
for future students?
Hypotheses   
 Five hypotheses were formulated to address each research question.  First, 
students will report more experiences negative than positive across academic, social, and 
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organization subscales on the Perception of Transition Survey – Student Form (PTS-S), 
and rate academics as more positive compared to the social and organizational subscales.  
Second, parents will express a balance of positive and negative concerns across 
academic, social, and organization subscales of the Perception of Transition Survey – 
Parent Form (PTS-P) and rate academics as most positive and social as most negative.  
Third, students and parents will similarly rate the academic domains as favorable; 
students will rate the social domain more negative than parents.  Parents will rate the 
organization domain more negatively compared to students.  Fourth, parents will: (a) rate 
helpers higher than activities, and (b) rate peer helpers higher than adult supports.  
Students will rate: (a) activities higher than helpers, and (b) adult supports higher than 
peer supports.  Fifth, parents will express concerns around barriers to services and follow 
through with IEPs by general education teachers.  Students will express mistrust for other 
students and a desire for safe areas to go to during unstructured activities (e.g., breaks and 
lunch). 
Survey Studies 
Sample and participation selection.  Surveys were distributed across two 
separate and distinct samples.  First, participants were sampled from two local school 
districts.  Second, participants were sampled from an online population to reach a broader 
sample of participants to further triangulate sources of data.  
Local school district. Two local school districts with a total of four high schools 
with approximately 106 high school students with autism agreed to participate in the 
study.  Eligible students had to have a diagnosis of ASD and be educated in the general 
education setting or an occupational course of study program (OCS).  Eligible parents 
had to have a child fitting the pervious description.  
School staff reviewed master lists of students with ASD in the districts to invite 
eligible families.  A three-digit identification number not linked to any identifiable 
information was assigned to each letter to link parent permission and student assent 
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forms.  Parents and students who agreed to participate in the study were directed to a 
project website hosted by web.unc.edu, where they were able to begin the electronic 
consenting or assenting process and complete the survey.  Sixty-one letters were 
delivered to families by school staff via postal mail.  One letter was returned.  
Online population. A second survey was administered, recruiting families at the 
national level.  Several local and national organizations (e.g., Organization for Autism 
Research, North Carolina Autism Society), non-public agencies (Goals for Autism, 
Associated Learning and Language Specialists), CSESA sites, social networking groups 
(e.g., Asperger’s Support Network, The Autistic Self Advocacy Network), and informal 
contacts helped distribute online notifications and flyers.  Contacts were emailed asking 
if they would like to distribute recruitment information (i.e., e-mail, flyer, 
announcement).  Eligibility and inclusion for this sample was broadened to include 
parents of an adolescent/young adult with high functioning autism/Asperger’s syndrome 
(HFA/AS) or an adolescent/young adult with HFA/AS who can provide perspectives of a 
current high school student or student who was enrolled between 2008 and 2013.  
Focusing on individuals with HFA/AS was an eligibility requirement to parallel the 
school district sample of general education and OCS.  
Student demographics.  Three individuals with autism participated in the survey; 
two participants from the online sample and one participant from the school district 
sample.  Two participants reported they were currently enrolled in high school (grades 
10-11) and one participant reported graduating within the last five years (2011).  
Geographically, all “student” participants with ASD reported being from the United 
States; one participant was from North Carolina, one participant was from Texas, and one 
participant did not answer.  All reported that they were white (100%).  Two students 
reported being male (66%).  These participants identified as having ASD (66%), 
Asperger’s syndrome (33%), Pervasive Developmental Disorder (PDD; 33%), Attention 
Deficit-Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD; 33%), Sensory Issues (33%), and being Gifted 
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(33%).  See Table 1 for participants with ASD survey demographics.  Five individuals 
with ASD participated in the focus group.  All of these participants were male; four were 
White, and one was Black.  See Table 2 for participants with ASD focus group 
demographics.  
Parent demographics.  Twenty-three parents participated in the survey; 21 
parents from the online sample and two parents from the school district sample.  Their 
children with ASD ranged from being current lower classman (i.e., 9th – 10th grade; 27%), 
upper classman (i.e., 11th – 12th grade; 31%), and recent graduates (i.e., within the last 
five years; 42%).  Ninety-one percent of parents reported coming from the United States 
(91%), Italy (4%); and Ireland (4%).  Families reported their children with ASD attended 
high schools across nine different states (i.e., California, Georgia, Illinois, Indiana, North 
Carolina, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, Texas, and Virginia).  Parents reported their 
children with ASD attended high schools in primarily suburban (61%) areas, with 17% 
attending schools in urban areas, and 13% in rural areas.   
Parent participants reported their children were primarily diagnosed on the autism 
spectrum by a psychologist (56% ASD; 30% Asperger’s syndrome; 17% PDD).  
Additional comorbidities reported by parents included: pragmatic language impairment, 
ADHD, and specific learning disability.  Eleven parents provided their estimated child’s 
most recent high school GPA and their child’s last middle school GPA; six parents 
reported improvements on their child’s GPA (55%) and five parents reported decreases 
(45%).  Six students were reported to not have GPA’s in middle school, one parent could 
not remember their child’s last middle school GPA, and three parents could not 
remember their child’s most recent high school GPA. 
Their children with ASD were predominantly male (78%).  Race and ethnicities 
of the children included White (83%), Asian (4%), Multi-racial (8%), and Hispanic 
(17%; does not add to 100%).  See Table 1 for parent survey demographics.  Ten mothers 
participated in across two parent focus groups.  These parents were White (90%) and 
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African American (10%).  Their child’s age ranged from 13 to 29.  See Table 2 for parent 
focus group demographics.  
Measures. The student survey consisted of four forms in addition to the 
demographic questionnaire. The parent survey consisted of three forms in addition to the 
demographic questionnaire. These measures and forms are subsequently described.  
Perceptions of Transition Survey. The Perception of Transition Survey – Student 
Form and Parent Form were modeled after surveys used by Dr. Patrick Akos from his 
previous research around school transitioning (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Smith, et al., 
2008).  Permission was received from Akos to use the questionnaire on March 25th, 2013.  
The survey organizes 31 items into perceptions subscale around academic, social, 
organization, and helper.  The helper subscale and its three items were dropped in this 
study in favor of information to be gleaned from the transition activities and helper 
questions.  For this survey the following three subscales were employed: (a) academic - 
11 items, (b) social -12 items, and (c) organization - 5 items.  The purpose of this tool is 
to measure participants’ perceptions around transitioning.  Each item was scored on a 
four-point Likert-type response scale ranging from one (strongly disagree) to four 
(strongly agree) with a fifth option added for participants who did not want to answer.  In 
a mixed method, longitudinal design study, internal consistency estimates ranged from 
.72 for the academic subscale, .81 for the social subscale, and .52 for the organizational 
subscale (Smith et al., 2008).  
Psychological Sense of School Membership Scale.  The Psychological Sense of 
School Membership (PSSM) Scale (Goodenow, 1993) is an 18-item questionnaire 
designed to measure an adolescent student’s perceived belonging, or psychological 
membership to the school environment.  Each item was scored on a 5-point Likert-type 
response scale ranging from one (very untrue) to five (very true) with a sixth option 
added for students who did not want to answer, with a Chronbach’s alpha of .88.  This 
scale has participants answer questions around their sense of belonging (e.g., I feel like a 
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real part of my school, other students in this school take my opinions seriously, teachers 
here are not interested in people like me).  It has been used at the middle and high school 
level with Chronbach’s Alpha scores ranging .77 to .88 on internal consistency across 5-
item and 18-item versions of the measure (Goodenow, 1993).  
Transition activities and helpers. These three questions asked students and 
parents about orientation activities and people who helped during the student’s transition 
into high school.  The first question asked which of 17 orientation activities identified in 
the literature (See Table 7) the student participated in during their transition into high 
school.  Raters could select one of four categories (i.e., participated in something like 
this; did not participate in something like this, but it was offered; did not participate, and 
was not offered; not familiar with this activity) with a fifth option added for participants 
who did not want to answer.  The second question asked participants how helpful each of 
the 17 orientation activities was in the student’s transition to high school.  Each item was 
scored on a 5-point Likert-type response scale ranging from one (not helpful at all) to 
five (very helpful) with a sixth option to not answer.  The third question asked 
participants to rate how helpful ten types of people (e.g., parent or caregiver, sibling, 
students/friends in classes, staff, etc.) were during the transition to high school (see Table 
9 for the complete list).  On the parent form, each item was scored on a 5-point Likert 
response scale ranging from one (not helpful at all) to five (very helpful), with the 
additional options to state: “I do not know,” “not applicable to my child, skip.”  On the 
student form, each item was rated on the same 5-point Likert-type response scale with the 
additional options of “not applicable to me, skip.”  
Open-ended questions. The final three questions on the student instrument 
included three open-ended questions asking about their perspectives of their transition to 
high school.  These included: (1) what do you feel are the most difficult aspects of high 
school? (2) What do you feel are the easiest aspects of high school? (3) What can the 
school do to help students make the orientation and transition to high school easier?  The 
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final five questions on the parent instrument included five open-ended questions asking 
about their perspectives of their child’s transition to high school.  These included: (1) 
What did you say or do to help your child transition to high school? (2) What was the 
most helpful to your child in making the transition to high school? (3) What was/is the 
best part of being in high school for your child? (4) What was/is the most difficult part 
about being in high school for your child? (5) What can schools do to help students with 
ASD transition to high school?  Both students and parent surveys had a final open text 
box for additional comments about this topic or the survey. These responses were 
aggregated and included in the qualitative analysis of the focus group data; analyses will 
be described in a sequential section.  
Survey procedures and data collection. The survey instrument used in this 
study was administered online using web-based Qualtrics survey software (Qualtrics, 
Provo, UT, 2013).  Both student and parent forms were field-tested using expert review 
by a graduate student in the School of Public Health at the University of North Carolina, 
focusing on survey methodology.  Usability testing occurred by parents with (n =1) and 
without (n = 5) children with ASD, and high school students without disabilities (n = 1), 
and one adult with Asperger’s syndrome (29 year-old female).  Survey flow and language 
of questions and directions were modified based on these recommendations.  Response 
time was monitored for the purposes of guiding Institutional Review Board (IRB) and 
estimations of participant time commitments for recruitment efforts.  
Local school district.  Recruitment followed both university and school district 
IRB procedures as previously described.  Parents and students who followed the link 
were invited to consent/assent electronically.  All answers were force response and 
required participant to mark an answer on the Likert-type scale or choose not to answer a 
question before proceeding.  The open-ended questions were not force response, and 
were optional for both parents and students.  These questions were explicitly labeled as 
optional for parents, but were not labeled as optional for students.  Student level 
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information returned without a link to parent permission forms (e.g., not linked using 
three-digit number) would have been excluded from analysis.  Survey participants who 
completed the survey and provided an email address were entered in a drawing for one of 
four $25.00 amazon.com gift cards (2 parents, 2 students).  
Online population.  Recruitment followed university IRB procedures as 
previously described.  Parents and individuals who followed the link were screened for 
eligibility.  Parents were invited to consent and provide parent permission for children 
who were minors.  An email trigger went out to the parent or child with a recruitment 
letter inviting the child to participate; children were then able to follow a link to the 
assenting process if interested.  Individuals with ASD 18-years and older, who were 
currently or retrospectively enrolled in high school between 2008-2013 were invited to 
consent and were able to begin the survey.  Minors between the ages of 14 and 17 years, 
were screened out of the survey and invited to provide a parent email address to trigger 
an email to parents requesting their permission.  Parents who followed the link and 
provided permission triggered an email to the parent or child with the link to the student 
assent form and student survey.  Survey participants who completed the survey and 
provided an email address were entered in a drawing for one of four $25.00 amazon.com 
gift cards (2 parents, 2 students).  
Data analysis Due to the small sample size from the school district (n = 2 for 
parents; n = 1 for students), both the school district and online data sets were aggregated 
for a singular analysis.  Additionally inferential statistics were not computed to answer 
research questions one and three after post-hoc analysis determined student sample size 
to be too small for within group and between group analyses.  All analyses were 
conducted using R version 2.11.1 (R Core Team, 2012).  Analytic procedures for 
research questions one, two, and three included obtaining descriptive statistics for each 
group, and screening the data for outliers, skewness, kurtosis, and homogeneity of 
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variance.  For each item and totaled subscale, the mean and standard deviation are 
reported.  
Research Question One. Mean (M) and standard deviation (SD) were computed 
across the PTS-S (4-Likert, academic 11 items; social 12 items, organization 5 items), 
and PSSM (5-Likert, 18 items).  Items across academic, social, and organization 
subscales were rank ordered and the three most positive and negative features were 
reported.  
Research question two.  Mean and SD were reported across the PTS-P (academic 
11 items; social 12 items, organization 5 items).  Data was screened for normality and 
homogeneity of variance using Shapiro-Wilks procedure (Royston, 1982) and the 
Levene’s Test (Lim, Loh, 1996).  An Omnibus F-test was performed using one-way 
ANOVA to determine if there was at least one significant difference between these three 
conditions (academic, social, and organization) assuming equivalent variance with alpha 
levels were set at .05.  
Research question three.  Mean and SD were reported across all 28 items of the 
PTS-S and PTS-P forms.  Descriptive statistics were used to compare the number of 
positive and negative aspects reported between student and parent groups.  Mean scores 
across PTS subscales were compared.  Finally, similarities between the three most 
positive and negative features of high school according to parent and student responses 
on the PTS were compared.  
Research question four.  Computing and comparing the M, SD were used to 
analyze orientation activities and helpers during the transition to high school.  Items were 
ranked to determine the three most helpful and least helpful activities and personnel. 
Focus Group Study 
Sample and participation characteristics.  Three focus groups were conducted 
across two communities in a southeastern state in the United States.  Two focus groups 
were conducted in a university community with a population of 20,000.  One focus group 
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included individuals with ASD (n = 5), and the other included parents of children with 
ASD (n = 7).  The third focus group took place in an urban community within 60 miles of 
the first community, with a population of 274,000.  This focus group included parents (n 
= 3).  Eligibility for individuals with ASD included the following: (a) had to have a 
diagnosis of an autism spectrum disorder, (b) be 15 years old or older, and (c) want to 
discuss their current or retrospective experiences in high school.  Eligibility for parents 
included the following: (a) have a child with ASD who is currently in high school or a 
young adult, and (b) want to discuss their child’s current or retrospective experiences in 
high school. 
Focus group procedures and data collection.  Potential participants who 
responded to recruitment efforts (e.g., flyers) and called project staff were screened for 
eligibility.  Eligible participants were scheduled for a focus group time.  Upon arrival, 
participants signed a consent/assent form and completed a demographic questionnaire 
while waiting for the focus group to begin.  All focus group facilitators were university-
based personnel with a graduate degree and had extensive experience working with 
individuals with ASD.  Facilitators were trained from an expert in conducting focus 
groups to ensure consistency across the seven focus groups.  Each group used a similar 
presentation, materials, and scripts, with minor variations between parent and student 
groups.  See Table 2 for the seven questions embedded in the script.  Each focus group 
lasted 90-minutes).  Facilitators took notes in front of the group to document themes and 
facilitate a member check to gain informal feedback on how facilitators interpreted 
participants’ viewpoints (Schwartz-Shea, 2006).  An additional note taker, as well as 
video and audio recordings were used to record the data.  All transcripts were transcribed 
using Microsoft Office, and all transcripts were coded using NVivo Software (QSQ 
International, 2012). 
Data analysis. For research question five, two graduate students (hereby referred 
to as coder) who were concurrently participating in data analysis of another studying 
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using the same focus group, coded the data for this particular research question and study.  
See Table 3 for all open-ended questions and focus group questions used to guide the 
participant’s reflections.  Data from focus groups were aggregated with the open-ended 
answers from the survey to form the data set.  A team-based process of coding, 
categorizing, and theme development was used to analyze the data set.  Coders were 
familiar with the transcripts, as both had participated in administering, transcribing and 
reading through the manuscripts prior to coding.  The following research question was 
asked, having gone through the transition to secondary school, what recommendations do 
students and their parents have to aid in the successful transition of future students?  First, 
transcripts were randomly divided in half and coded gradually as coding scheme 
developed.  Coders took an initial pass at one parent focus group transcript, one 
individual with autism focus group transcript, and one survey transcript.  Initial codes 
included: (a) positive/negative aspects of high school; (b) things that worked/didn’t work 
during the transition to high school; (c) supports, activities, people involved in orienting 
students to high school.  Second, coders met to discuss the initial coding scheme and 
emerging themes in a process designed to clarified and defined new and existing codes 
(Brantlinger et al., 2005).  This meeting was also a time for coders to discuss researcher 
bias, and how.  Third, coders reviewed one parent focus group transcript, and two survey 
transcripts and met again to repeat the process of clarifying and restructuring the coding 
scheme.  Finally, each coder reviewed the data in full, one last time to modify their codes 
based on the final code definitions and organization scheme.  During each meeting coders 
had opportunities to review and raise questions about the data (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  
Finale themes are discussed in the results section.  
 
 Chapter IV 
Results 
Recruitment  
Survey populations.  School district personnel distributed sixty-one recruitment 
letters to families of students with ASD participating in general education or OCS 
programs to collect data from the school population.  In community one, the survey was 
open April 17th, 2013 through May 10th, 2013.  Nineteen recruitment letters were sent to 
parents and students, with a response rate of zero.  In community two, the survey was 
open April 29th, 2013 through May 16, 2013.  Forty-two recruitment letters yielded a 
response rate of 5% (n= 2) for parents, and 2% (n =1) for students.  
For the online sample, recruitment notices were distributed electronically through 
email notification and social networking sites inviting adolescents or young adults with 
HFA/AS who could provide perspectives of a current high school student or a student 
who was enrolled between 2008-2013.  The survey opened May 27th, 2013 and closed 
June 30th, 2013.  An interim analysis was conducted with all data collected through June 
7th, 2013.  Two students and twenty-three parents had completed the survey at that time.  
Data for two participants from the online population were removed from the analysis due 
to criteria ineligibility (i.e., parent of an eighth grade student; parent of a non-verbal 
student receiving alternative assessment).  For the purpose of the interim analysis, 
samples were aggregated.  A combined sample of 23 parents and three students were 
used for analysis.  
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Focus group and open-ended questions.  For the qualitative analysis, 
information provided from two parent focus groups (n =3, n=7), one adolescent/young 
adult focus group (n=5), and open-ended answers from the school district survey (parents 
n = 2; students, n = 1) were analyzed.  The perceptions from a total sample of twelve 
parents and six adolescents/young adults were included for analysis.  
Survey Results 
Student perceptions of transition to high school.  Two current high school 
students (grades 10 to 11) and one student that graduated in 2011 answered 28 items on 
the positive and negative aspects of high school for three domains - academic, social, and 
organizational components.  Due to a small sample size, inferential statistics were not 
calculated.  Descriptive statistics for each subscale and each item for the PTS-S are 
presented in Table 4.  The results of rank order mean scores were contrary to the 
hypothesis. Students rated items on the social subscale (2.91) slightly higher than the 
organization (2.73) and academic (2.72) subscales.  Furthermore, they reported 
moderately high levels of feeling a sense of belonging within the school community 
(ranging 3.38 - 4.72), where a rating of “1” indicates having a poor sense of belonging 
and “5” indicates a strong sense of belonging (Goodenow, 1993).  
Parent perceptions of transition to high school.  Fifteen parents of students 
currently enrolled in high school (grades 9 to 12) and eight parents of recent graduates 
(2008 - 2013) answered 28 items on positive and negative aspects of high school for the 
academic, social, and organizational domains.  Table 4 provides descriptive statistics for 
each subscale and item for the PTS-P.  Alpha was set at 0.05 for all inferential statistical 
analyses.  Prior to calculations, tests on the assumptions of normality and homogeneity of 
variance were performed.  Visual inspection of the data and the Shapiro-Wilks procedure 
supported the assumption that the populations across subscales (organization p-value = 
.08; academic p-value = .29; social p-value = .73) were normal, with p-values all above 
.05.  The Levene’s Test of homogeneity of variance further supported that the 
  35 
assumptions had not been violated (p = value - .60).  One-way analysis of means was 
performed assuming equivalent variance based on these tests of assumptions.  The results 
of the one-way ANOVA found no statistical significant between subscales [F (2, 25) = 
2.88, p-value = .08].  No statistical difference was reported between means, and no 
additional analysis was necessary.  
Although no statistical difference was identified between parent perceptions of the 
three subscales, parent scores indicated slightly higher mean scores on the social (2.57) 
subscale, in comparison to the academic (2.4) and organization (2.24) domains. These 
results were not as predicted.  Parents viewed more aspects as negative than positive.  
The descriptive statistics for each subscale and each item on the PTS-P are presented in 
Table 4.  
Comparison of student to parent perceptions.  Due to a low student sample 
size, inferential statistics were not performed to assess the statistical difference between 
student and parent perceptions of their high school experiences using the PTS-P and PTS-
S.  The following descriptive findings should be interpreted with caution.  Parents 
reported more individual aspects negatively (20 items) in comparison to the student 
sample.  Students reported seven mean scores lower than the parent sample.  Students and 
parents reported one mean score equally (i.e. parent pressure to do well in classes).  
Parents reported slightly more negative perspectives on the academic, social, and 
organizational subscales (2.49, 2.57, 2.24 respectively) in comparison to students (2.72, 
2.91, and 2.73; see Figure 1).  
Additional similarities emerged around two of the three most positive features of 
high school (see Table 5).  Both students and parents rated getting good grades and the 
freedom to choose classes in the rank ordered three most favorable aspects of high 
school.  However, no similarities were found between the three most negative features of 
high school (see Table 6).  Students identified getting good grades, making new friends, 
and freedom to choose classes as the most positive features of high school.  Students 
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identified being around older students, being in a large school, and more choices for 
lunch as the most negative features of high school.  Whereas parents identified taking 
classes in new subjects, freedom to choose some classes, and getting good grades as the 
most positive features; and difficulty finding their way around school, difficult teachers, 
and not feeling safe as the most negative features.  Consistent with predictions, parents 
indicated the organizational domain as more negative in comparison to the student 
sample.  Contrary to predictions, students indicated organizational aspects of high school 
as slightly more positive than academic aspects.  
Transitional supports: activities and helpers.  Students reported participating in 
six types of orientation activities around their transition into high school.  All three 
students participated in an orientation day prior to the first day of school and found the 
activity to be helpful (m = 4; sd = 1).  Two students reported participation in an eighth 
grade tour and indicated on average the tour to be helpful (m = 4; sd = 1.41).  One student 
reported participating in his or her eighth-grade transition meeting to be very helpful.  
One student found shadowing a high school student during their eighth grade year to be 
helpful and one student found having a big buddy during their ninth grade year to be 
helpful.  Descriptive statistics for each level of participation and level of helpfulness are 
presented in Table 7.  
Parents reported their students participated in all 17 types of orientation activities 
between their eighth and ninth grade year.  The five most frequently reported orientation 
activities by parents and their respective ranking included: (a) eighth grade tour of the 
high school (m = 3.82),  (b) 8th grade transition IEP meeting (m = 3.29), (c) parent, 
teacher, student conference (m = 4.0), (d) orientation day (m = 4.2), (e) talk at middle 
school led by teachers and staff of the middle school (m = 3.31).  Descriptive statistics 
for each level of participation and level of helpfulness are presented in Table 8. 
Students and parents reported a wide array of people who helped them transition 
into high school (see Table 9).  Consistent with predictions, students rated adults highest 
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(e.g., parents, teachers, counselors, and other adults) but also indicated siblings, other 
family members, and students as helpful.  Parents rated themselves and teachers as the 
most helpful during the transition.  Additionally, counselors and students were rated 
highly.  In summary, parents rated people supports higher than orientation activities as 
predicted.  However, contrary to predictions, students rated people supports higher than 
activities, as well.  Tables 10 and 11 present ratings of what orientation/transition 
activities were most helpful during the transition and who rated them as helpful.  
Focus Group and Open-ended Results 
In response to the research question “What recommendations do students with 
ASD, as well as their parents, have to aid in the successful transition for future students?”  
data analysis identified slightly more negative than positive aspects of high school 
experienced by these youth.  Issues emerged around social aspects of high school being 
generally more positive for students, and academics, social, and organizational elements 
as being more intertwined and negative than parent perspectives. The supports most 
frequently identified around orientation were informal, and school or teacher initiated.  
Desire for more services was overshadowed by parent concerns to prepare their students 
for the loss of services experienced and expected in secondary settings and beyond.  
Reflections on orientation activities that worked and recommendation for future students 
were recorded.  
Positive and negative aspects of high school.  Consistent with information 
gleaned from the literature and survey, students and their parents identified both positive 
and negative aspects of high school around academic, social, and organizational domains.  
In alignment with the data from the survey, student voices spoke positively around 
having freedom to choose classes and participate in extracurricular activities.  Whereas 
parents expressed a number of concerns around academic, social, and organizational 
aspects of high school, such as managing free time appropriately, dealing with difficult 
situations, and issue around self-advocacy.  In response to what the most difficult aspect 
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of high school is/was for their child, one parent expressed “the changing of classes and 
having to go from floor to floor and wing of school to another.  Having seven different 
teachers each year to get used to and have them get used to him” (Parent).  See Table 12 
for a summary of thematic results of positive and negative aspects of high school across 
these domains.   
Orientation experiences. Consistent with the survey results on orientation 
activities and helpers, experiences varied widely across participants.  Orientation 
activities and other transition into high school supports were both formal and informal.  
Formal orientation activities were school-wide or population specific programming, and 
were initiated by school, staff, and parents.  Formal activities included general education 
and/or special education orientation programs, school-wide tours; peer buddy/welcome 
ambassadors; and parent, teacher, student conferences.  Informal orientations were not 
implemented for everyone, afforded more flexibility, and were initiated by different 
stakeholders (i.e., by student, or parent, or school).  For schools, informal orientation 
programs revolved around walking students through classes and meeting their new 
teachers.  Parents frequently reported priming their students at home, “we talked at length 
about his schedule. He practiced opening a combination.  We organized his notebook in 
color order of his schedule.”  Whereas students reiterated the notion of needing to be 
autonomous, and to learn on their own.  See Table 13 for a summary of thematic results 
of orientation activities and transitional supports.  
 One theme that was reflective in the literature and focus groups was issues around 
declines in service and supports in secondary and postsecondary settings.  Students 
described not receiving explicit instruction in new expectations associated with middle 
and high school (e.g., navigating multiple classrooms, teacher expectations, lockers) 
necessitating students who were able to be able to learn on their own or ask for help.   
Parents also expressed concerns around declines in services and supports as their students 
entered secondary education settings and after graduation.  Some parents expressed 
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challenges around negotiating their desire to request the necessary supports for their 
child, but also preparing their child for life after high school by not requesting those same 
accommodations as preparation.  See table 14 for a summary of thematic results of 
services lost over time. 
 Recommendations for orientation.  Students and parents offered different 
directions for ways to help future students with ASD orient themselves to high school.  
Students favored individual support, but were divided if that support should come from a 
peer or an adult.  Some students were distrusting of peers, as one student said, “I didn’t 
trust the kids” when describing other students.  One student recalled the ease of learning 
back when he had individual support “I had someone there by my side all through 
elementary and middle school.”  Students were also receptive to orientation videos and 
tours of the school that was catered to them as long as it was not framed as an activity for 
students who are different.  For example, one student shared “my only problem 
somewhat would be, sometimes being identified as different is bad. So that depending on 
how you frame the tour could be - if I, I don’t know, the tour of the kids that rides the 
special bus would not necessarily be it.” 
 While students primarily focused on supports for themselves or other students, 
parents focused on changing school-wide systems. These systems included providing 
more staff training, orienting schools to autism, and increasing support from peers.  Lack 
of autism awareness was seen as a major barrier needing to be addressed before any 
changes would sustain. One parent stated: 
What I think is missing unless I missed it is education of staff because I 
think that for my son in particular there was always a disconnect with his 
IQ and his other deficits that he had. The teachers, even though they knew 
his diagnosis would see him as more capable than he actually was, or they 
would see him as lazy, or stubborn, or whatever you know, or I was too 
coddling, and I think that having staff that really understand autism and 
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what that is, I just think you have to have that before any of the other stuff. 
You can put it into place but if they don’t get it in their head, it’s just not 
going to work.  
Additionally, parents reiterated the important role of peers in adolescent lives, and the 
need to include them in orientation programming and supports throughout their child’s 
schooling.  See Table 15 for a summary of thematic results for recommendations of 
orientation
Chapter V 
Discussion 
 This study employed a triangulation approach of gathering data from a literature 
review, focus group study, and survey study.  These data were analyzed to answer 
questions around the unique experiences of high school students with ASD, and their 
transition into high school.  More specifically, analyses were conducted with the purpose 
of describing the perceptions of students with ASD as well as their parents around: (a) 
positive and negative aspects of high school for students with ASD; (b) common 
transitioning, articulation, and orientation supports; and (c) recommendations do students 
to aid the successful transition for future students.  This study provides a unique 
contribution towards understanding the perceptions of students with HFA/AS, as well as 
their families, around the transition into high school for students with ASD.  In this 
chapter, key findings across studies are summarized; implications and recommendations 
for practice are introduced; and finally limitations, and future directions are discussed.  
Positive and Negative Aspects of High School Student for Students with ASD 
Students.  It was hypothesized that students with ASD would report more 
experiences as negative, than positive across academic, social and organization domains; 
but view academics as more positive in comparison to the social and organization 
domains.  Contrary to the hypothesis, students identified more aspects of high school as 
positive. More specifically: (a) 50% of items on the social subscale were rated positively 
despite a mean score of 2.91; (b) 55%- percent of academic subscale items were rated 
positively, despite a mean score of 2.72; and (b) 40% of organizational subscale items 
was rated positively, with a mean score of 2.73.  Students mean scores across all scales 
were slightly higher in 
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comparison to their parent counterparts  Additionally, students reported moderate (3.38) 
to high (4.72) levels on the sense of belonging measure, the PSSM.  These findings 
should be interpreted with caution due to the low student sample size (n = 3).  However, 
the results were surprisingly consistent with rank order results taken from studies 
examining the positive and negative aspects of high school across the eighth and ninth 
grade for students in general education [social (3.03), academic (2.98), and organizational 
aspects (2.87); (Smith et al., 2008)]. 
In the qualitative analysis, individuals with ASD reported in their open-ended 
answers, as well as their participation in the focus group, many positive aspects of high 
school, particularly around social dimensions.  These included participating in advanced 
placement and elective courses with students who shared their interests, as well as 
opportunities to participate in extracurricular activities.  
Parents.  It was hypothesized parents would express a more balanced perspective 
on both positive and negative aspects of their child’s high school experience across the 
academic, social and organization subscales of the PTS-P, while rating academics highest 
and social lowest.  Contrary to the hypothesis, parents overwhelmingly identified 96% of 
all items as negative; with social rated most positively (2.57), followed by academics 
(2.49) and organizational (2.24).  These results were inconsistent with findings pulled 
from the literature examining the perceptions of parents of general education students, 
who viewed all dimensions as more positive [academics (2.96), organization (2.75) and 
social  (2.71); Smith et al., 2008). 
However, these findings were consistent with data gathered from the focus 
groups, which also found parents to identify more aspects as negative, than positive in 
discussing their child’s high school experiences.  In these focus groups, parent expressed 
concerns around the schools and the staff not understanding their child.  These parents 
expressed a desire for schoolwide autism awareness in order to facilitate better teacher-
student interactions peer relations.   
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Orientation Experiences 
It was hypothesized that parents would rate individuals, such as school personnel, 
peers, and family members, as more supportive than orientation activities; and more 
specifically would rate peers the highest.  For students with ASD, it was predicted that 
they would prefer activities to supports offered by people. Consistent with predictions, 
parents rated people oriented supports as more supportive for their child during his or her 
transition into high school than school sponsored orientation activities.  Surprisingly, 
students also rated supports from individuals as mores supportive than activities.  
Specifically, students rated school staff as most supportive during their transition to high 
school.  In focus group responses, orientation activities were overwhelmingly informal 
and individualized (e.g., parent teacher conferences, parent-mediated priming activities at 
home).  Many families did not participate in more formal orientation activities such as 
orientation days due to the limited available supports for their child to successfully 
participate.  
Stakeholder Recommendations 
It was hypothesized parents would express concerns around barriers to services 
and available supports in high school, specifically around poor follow through with IEPs 
by their student’s general education teachers; while students would express a mistrust for 
other students, and a desire for a quiet and calm area to go to during their unstructured 
downtime.  Results from the focus group and open-ended answers on the survey revealed 
across stakeholders high school was perceived as a negative environment, despite several 
individuals scored positively by students.  Student viewed more positively social aspects 
of being in high school, while parents negatively emphasized structural and 
organizational aspects of high school, and as predicted this centered around IEP related 
challenges, as well as a lack of schoolwide autism awareness.  Teachers, autism 
specialist, administrators, peers, and counselors were all identified as essential personnel 
in supporting transitional activities and support to high school students with ASD.  
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Transition and orientation activities that did occur were predominately informal, 
and included ‘meet and greets’ with teachers as students walking through their schedule; 
or in a parent, student, and teacher conference; or parent mediated supports at home such 
as discussing their class schedule, practicing their locker combination, and their child’s 
fears.  Parents had mixed experiences with schoolwide orientation programs for students 
with ASD.  While some schools offered orientation programs specific for students with 
ASD, other schools provided only the general orientation program predominately focused 
around school tours.  Concerns were raised around the inability for some schools to 
provide the necessary supports for students with disabilities to participate in orientation 
programming.  Other concerns raised, were around poor communication and issues with 
transportation.  Parents recommended schoolwide autism awareness, better training 
administration and general educators, and peer involvement.  Students were receptive to 
the idea of additional supports for students with ASD, but raised concerns around 
stigmatization, and were divided on whether additional supports should come from adult 
staff, or their peers.   
Implications. 
High school is a challenging time for students as they experience new 
expectations related to high school and adolescent maturation.  For students with ASD, a 
triad of impairments in social interaction, communication, and RRBI (APA, 2000); as 
well as a unique set of cognitive profiles (i.e., EF, ToM, EPF, HST), may facilitate 
difficulties acclimating to new expectations, as well as in processing complex 
information (Minshew, Meyer, & Goldstein, 2002).  In identifying patterns of positive 
and negative experiences for high school students with autism; as well as in identifying 
what particular supports are being utilized and reported as helpful for this population 
during their transition into high school, recommendations for practice can be made.  
For example, students who may view organizational aspects of high school as 
negative, may have difficulties (e.g., performance or acquisition deficits) in following 
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simple to complex schedules, bringing appropriate materials to class, or managing their 
free time appropriately.  These students may benefit from such evidence-based practices 
as visual supports (Bryan & Gast, 2000; Dettmer, Simpson, Myles & Ganz, 2000), task 
analyses (Haring, Taras, Seven, Love & Fridley, 1990), and self-management training 
(Kern, Marder, Boyajian, Elliot, & McElhattan, 1997).  Whereas students who view 
many of the social aspects of high school as negative may benefit from peer-mediated 
interventions (Carter, Sisco, Chung, & Stanton-Chapman, 2010), functional assessment 
based interventions (Langdon, Carr, & Owen-DeSchryver, 2008), and social skills 
training (Laugeson & Frankel, 2010; Stichter et al., 2010).  By linking student 
preferences, strengths, performance and skill deficits, families and schools can offer a 
continuum of support across secondary settings to support students as they transition 
from one setting to another.  
Recommendations for Practice 
 The transition from middle to high school literature consistently recommends 
schools to develop high quality orientation programs that cross systems and environments 
to provide the necessary procedural, academic and social supports necessary for students 
to be successful.  Specifically, orientation programs should target individual, peer, 
family, school and community systems (Akos & Galassi, 2004; Gentle-Gennitty, 2009).  
Additionally, stakeholders such as middle schools and high schools, as well as high 
schools and families should come together to communicate around curriculum, 
procedures, and shifts in student expectations (MacIver, 1990).  Finally, schools should 
provide social support to students through peer buddy programs or advisory periods with 
dedicated staff or exemplary students (MacIver, 1990; Mizelle, 1999).  
 For students with ASD, such school-wide high quality orientation programming is 
consistent with recommendations identified across focus group and survey 
questionnaires.  Some students will likely need additional supports to be able to 
participate in such primary programming.  Other students will need slightly more 
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intensive efforts (e.g., special education specific orientation program, peer-mediated 
supports), and other students will need individualized orientation supports (e.g., walking 
through their schedule, extra time to find their way around school or practice their locker 
combination). 
 Across orientation programing and supports, priming will be an important 
component, by providing students with the necessary and prerequisite information to set 
students up for success, and prevent problem behaviors from occurring.  While some 
students may benefit from highly individualized activities such as additional time to 
practice opening the locks to their lockers,  or navigating their block scheduling.  Other 
students will benefit from more low-intensity activities such as schoolwide orientation 
programming.  Both activities provide important information for students to perform key 
behaviors prior to placing any demands on students.   
A comprehensive, multitiered framework to provide high quality primary, 
secondary and tertiary supports across the transition might by one sustainable option for 
schools facing increasingly higher numbers of students with ASD.  By utilizing a tiered 
framework, schoolwide data systems could inform which students will need various and 
graduated supports (Lane et al., 2009).  Orientation programs within such a three-tiered 
system would be implemented across primary, secondary and tertiary levels to support 
all, some, and a few students respectively.  
Orientation supports at the primary level could be embedded in already existing 
three-tiered models of support, such as Schoolwide Positive Behavior Support Systems 
(Sugai & Horner, 2002).  More specifically to orientation and articulation programs, 
primary supports could include orientation day, school tours, and advisory periods.  
Secondary supports could be implemented in small-group or low-intensity, but still 
individual supports, such as social skills groups, peer-mediated interventions, summer 
bridge programs, as well as walking through an individual student’s class schedule, and 
visual supports to navigate his or her schedule.  And finally, tertiary supports might 
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include functional behavior assessment to combat behavior problems interfering with 
successful transitioning; other evidence-based supports that might be advantageous at the 
tertiary level might include social stories, and video modeling.   
In preparing for the anticipated increases in serving students with ASD, high 
schools might want to consider how their formal and informal orientation supports are 
currently being offered to new students, particularly those with ASD.  And how those 
supports might fit into already existing three-tiered frameworks.  Importantly, schools 
will need to decide what schoolwide data systems are already in place (e.g., curriculum-
based measurements, GPA, attendance), and what additional data systems may be 
necessary (e.g., SCQ, PSSM) to identify students who will need more intensive supports 
than their primary orientation plan.   
Limitations and Future Directions 
 While there were several points of intersection across the data collected in this 
study, these findings should be interpreted in the light of the following limitations.  First, 
this literature review was not a systematic review of any single topic, and cannot be 
considered a compressive representation of all middle to high school perception research 
or orientation programming literature.  Second, all samples were small, self-selecting, 
and due to the online population verification of ASD diagnosis or special education 
category could not be verified. Third, limited sample sizes prevented inferential statistics 
for two of the three plan inferential analyses.  Fourth, internal consistency of the PTS 
questionnaire was not psychometrically strong on the organizational subscale and may 
not be a reliable measure of student and parent perceptions of the procedural aspects of 
high school.  Finally, issues in research design, issues in recruitment, and programming 
errors may have facilitated low response rates issues around missing data.   
 Literature Review.  Due to the breadth of topics around orientation and 
transition across secondary education, a conceptual review of the literature was employed 
rather than a systematic review.  Four hundred and twenty-two articles were 
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electronically pulled so that all titles and abstracts could be read.  Twenty-three articles 
were flagged as relating to orientation programming, five studies were identified as 
perception research around the middle to high school transition (Akos & Galassi, 2004; 
Butts & Cruzeiro, 2005; Newman, Myers et al., 2000; Smith et al., 2006; Smith et al., 
2008).  Three additional studies were identified through an ancestral search (Letrello & 
Miles, 2003; Newman, Lohman et al., 2000; Zeedyk et al., 2003).  Future reviews would 
benefit from a systematic review of not only perception research around elementary to 
middle, middle to high school; but also a compressive review of orientation programing 
at the secondary level to map out the conceptual and efficacy knowledge base.   
 Sample Size and Sample Bias and Participants.  Generalizability of this study 
cannot be considered representative of the broader population.  Sampling bias was 
present, relating to issues around: (a) the reliance on self-selecting participants, many of 
whom are tied to the autism research community (Ayiro, 2012); (b) low response rates in 
the school district sample (2-5%), and inability to track response from the online 
population (Dillman, Smyth, Christian, 2009), and (c) inability to verify participant’s 
disability status in the online population (Horner et al., 2005).  Due to the presence of 
these multiple biases and sampling errors, this analysis alone should not be considered to 
be representative (Ayiro, 2012; Dillman et al.,  2009).  That said this population might be 
representative of a very specific subset of the autism community of highly educated and 
informed families.  One parent acknowledged this bias during one of the focus groups:  
I would say that the people in this room are probably not the parents that 
you know-, we are all very invested, and we’re pretty well red, and we’ve 
been down this journey, most of them are older kids.  It’s the parents who 
don’t know that they can go to the school and say “you know what they’ve 
tried at home is x” [background: “or they aren’t trying anything at 
home”]. I mean, it’s just sad to say, I think sometimes I feel like the 
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exception, and that I know that I can go to the teacher and I can say, 'this 
doesn’t have to be this way.” 
Future research is needed to explore if findings from both the survey and focus groups 
can be replicated. Additionally, perception research should expand to include a broad 
range of stakeholder perspectives, these should include: students with ASD, their 
families, general and special educators, autism specialist, school counselors, and 
administrators.   
 Inferential Statistics.  Inferential statistics are essential for reaching conclusions 
that can extend beyond the immediate sample to infer information about the broader 
population (Ayiro, 2012).  Due to the low student sample size, inferential statistics were 
not performed for research question one or three.  Future research should apply a more 
rigorous design to facilitate a substantial and representative sample to ensure statistical 
power of analysis and generalizability of results. 
 Psychometric Properties.  Internal consistency estimates for the PTS ranged 
from .81 for the social subscale, .72 for the academic subscale, and .52 for the 
organizational subscale (Smith et al., 2008).  These measures can be considered 
acceptable, questionable, and poor respectively (George & Mailery, 2003).  Typically, a 
greater number of items on a subscale can artificially inflate the value of the Cronbach’s 
alpha, and a sample with a narrow range can deflate the alpha (Cortina, 1993).  These 
scores raise substantial doubt to the extent to which the items on the test are similar 
enough to one another in content to assume they are measuring the same construct (Gay, 
Mills, & Airasian, 2009).  Fortunately, for this analysis, consistencies across other data 
sources collected in this study (i.e., literature, focus group) can provide some measure of 
weight to the finding - but should be interpreted with caution.  Future research should 
explore not only this measure in more depth, with a larger sample; but also explore other 
measures to assess different dimensions related to high school, adolescence, and ASD.  
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Especially around issues common to individuals with ASD, such as –independence, self-
management, and self-determination. 
 Design.  Several problems around recruitment procedures and data collection 
were observed across this study that can be used to inform future implementations of this 
study.  First, recruitment efforts for the survey study focused on participants from two 
local area school districts participating in a broader research study, and an online 
population.  Recruitment letters delivered by postal mail for the school district survey 
were paper, and requested participants to respond electronically.  This difference in 
communicative behavior modality required a more intensive response behavior than if 
participants were able to complete the survey in the same modality of the recruitment 
effort (e.g., as in the electronic online study).  Future efforts should maintain modes of 
communication and response behavior.  Second, the first flyer to go be distributed 
electronically had a URL error preventing many participants to access the survey without 
first contacting principal investigator (n = 4).  It can be assumed several participants may 
have tried to access the survey and be willing participants who did not make the extra 
effort of contacting project staff.  Finally, errors in survey’s programming (i.e., skip 
logic) prevented two participants on the first day the online survey to answer 
demographic questions on state and country, but were available by zip code and county 
level questions. Questions. Future research should look into additional ways to prevent 
programing errors at multiple stages prior to and throughout the studies implementation.  
 Future Directions.  Due to the limitations of this study recommendations for 
future directions have been iterated to assess the replicability of these findings across 
broader samples and different ways to measure.  Further inquires into the perceptions and 
experiences of secondary students with ASD is needed to support individuals in 
secondary and postsecondary environments.  More research is needed around the life 
course of individuals with ASD, and supporting them across key transitions.  Future 
perception research can inform program development and practice to facilitate these 
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transitions both within and outside of education settings.  And finally, more research is 
needed to understand tiered supports for students with ASD in general education 
placements.  Especially around issues involving the individualized nature of ASD to 
better understand what supports should remain individualized, and what supports can 
serve a broader range of students at the same time.  
Summary 
 Findings from this study add a new voice to the literature on student and parent 
perceptions of the transition from middle school to high school.  The Perceptions of 
Transition Survey was adapted from previous research by Akos and Galassi (2004) to 
answer questions around the unique experiences of high school students with ASD.  
This study found students and parents of this study viewed more experiences around high 
school as negative.  Student and parents differed on the positive and negative aspects of 
academic, social and organizational dimensions of secondary education settings.  
Students with ASD reported participating in more informal orientation activities that 
were more individualized, in comparison to regular school-wide orientation programs.  
Future research is needed to assess the replicability of these findings in light of the 
limitations identified.  
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Appendix One: Tables 
 
Table 1: Survey Demographic  
  Individuals with ASD Parents 
  (n=3) (n=23) 
Participant Information 
Race & Ethnicity   
White 100% 87% 
Black -- 4% 
Asian -- 4% 
Multi-Race -- 4% 
Hispanic -- 9% 
Gender  -- 
Male 66% 13% 
Female 33% 87% 
THI  Range: $20,000 - >$99,999 
Country USA (100%) USA  (91%), Italy (4%); Ireland 
(4%) 
State NC (33%); TN (33%); Missing 
(33%) 
CA (5%); GA (5%); IL (5%); IN 
(19%); NC (29%); PA 9%); RA 
(5%) TX (10%); VA (9%); 
Missing (1%) 
Area Rural (33%); Missing (66%) Urban (17%); Suburban (61%); 
Rural (13%); Missing (9%) 
Student-Level Data 
Race & Ethnicity   
White  83% 
Black  -- 
Asian  4% 
Multi-Race  9% 
Hispanic  17% 
Gender   
Male  22% 
Female  78% 
Age   
14-17 years 66% 48% 
18-21 years 33% 35% 
22-24 years -- 17% 
Diagnosis   
ASD 66% 56% 
Aspergers 33% 30% 
PDD 33% 17% 
Other -- 17% 
ADHD 33% Not asked 
Gifted 33% Not asked 
Sensory  33% Not asked 
Grade Level   
9th-10th -- 27% 
11th-12th  66% 31% 
Other -- -- 
Graduated 33% 42% 
Note: ADHD = Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder; ASD = Autism Spectrum Disorder,  
CA = California; GA = Georgia; IL = Illinois; IN = Indiana; NC = North Carolina 
PA = Pennsylvania; PDD =Pervasive Development Disorder; RA = Rhode Island; THI = Total 
Household Income; TN =Tennessee; TX= Texas; USA = United States of America; VA = 
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Virginia 
 
Table 2: 
Focus 
Group 
Demogra
phic  
  
 Individuals with ASD Parents 
 (N=5, 1 group) (N=10, 3 group) 
Race & Ethnicity   
White 80% 90% 
Black 20% 10% 
Asian -- -- 
Multi-Race -- -- 
Hispanic -- -- 
Gender   
Male 100% -- 
Female -- 100% 
 
Age 
  
 
≤18 years 40% -- 
19-25 years 20% -- 
26-40 years 40% 80% 
41-55 years  20% 
Child’s Age  
 
Range: 13-29 years 
M = 20 (SD 5.1) 
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Table 3: Qualitative Questions 
 
Parent Open-ended Questions 
1. What did you say or do to help your child transition to high school? 
2. What was most helpful to your child in making the transition to high school? 
3. What was the best part of being in high school for your child? 
4. What was the most difficult part about being in high school for your child? 
5. What can the school do to help students with autism spectrum disorder transition to high school? 
6. Questions or additional comments. 
 
Student Open-ended Questions 
1.  What do you feel are the most difficult aspects of high school? 
2. What do you feel are the easiest aspects of high school? 
3. What can the school do to help students make orientation and transitioning to high school easier? 
4. Comments about this topic or this survey? 
 
Focus Group Questions 
1. What might be missing from this intervention approach that you think ought to be added?  Why?  
2. How might this approach look similar or different depending for students all along the autism 
spectrum?  
3. To what extent are the proposed elements already being implemented with students in your 
schools?  
a. If they are being implemented: What suggests to you that these strategies are working 
well?  What suggests they are not? 
4. If they are not being implemented: Why not?  What stands in the way? 
5. What potential challenges might arise when trying to implement this approach consistently (i.e., 
with fidelity) in your school?  What steps we take now to circumvent these potential challenges?  
6. How would implementing this intervention align with other intervention strategies you are already 
implementing for students with autism? 
7. As we implement this national center, what resources, supports, and information ought we 
consider developing?  How might we best share what we are learning back with you? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 4: Academic, Social, and Organization Subscale Means from Parent and Student Report 
 
 
  
Subscale and item Parent 
(n=23) 
 Student 
(N=3) 
 n m (SD)  n m (SD) 
Academic subtotal  2.49 (.28)   2.72 (.74) 
Freedom to choose academic plan 18 2.67 (.97)  3 3 (0) 
Freedom to choose some classes 21 2.76 (.94)  3 3.33 (.58) 
Taking classes in new subjects 23 2.87 (.87)  3 3 (0) 
Having new teachers 23 2.33 (.73)  3 3 (1) 
Getting good grades 22 2.70 (.82)  3 4 (0) 
*Parent pressure to do well in classes 21 2.67 (.73)  3 2.67 (.58) 
*Peer pressure to do well in classes 21 2.62 (.97)  3 3.33 (.58) 
*Difficult teachers 20 2.05 (.83)  3 1.67 (.58) 
*Too much homework 23 2.13 (1.01)  3 1.67 (1.15) 
*Teacher pressure to do well 20 2.4 (.94)  3 2.67 (.58) 
*Difficult classes 22 2.18 (1.00)  3 2.33 (.58) 
Social subtotal  2.57 (.26)   2.91 (.47) 
Being around more students 21 2.38 (.92)  3 3 (1) 
Being around older students 19 2.37 (.90)  3 2 (1) 
Making new friends 22 2.64 (.73)  3 3.67 (.58) 
Participating in extra curricular activities 23 2.57 (.99)  3 2.67 (.58) 
Meeting new students 22 2.64 (.79)  3 3 (1) 
Attending school events 23 2.57 (.95)  3 2.67 (.58) 
*Not getting along with other students 23 2.61 (.78)  3 3.33 (.58) 
*Being bullied 22 2.68 (.78)  3 3 (1) 
*Not fitting in 22 3.05 (.72)  3 2.33 (1.53) 
*Not feeling safe 22 2.05 (.84)  3 3.33 (.58) 
*Peer pressure to do things 22 2.41 (.96)  3 3.33 (.58) 
*Not feeling accepted by other students 22 2.91 (.87)  3 2.67 (1.15) 
Organization subtotal  2.24 (.20)   2.73 (.55) 
Being in a large school 21 2.38 (.86)  3 2.33 (.58) 
More choices for lunch 21 2.38 (1.12)  3 2.33 (1.15) 
*Difficult finding way around school 23 1.91 (1.00)  3 2.33 (1.15) 
*Difficulty understanding new rules 23 2.35 (.93)  3 3.33 (.58) 
*Getting lost in school 23 2.17 (.98)  3 3.33 (1.15) 
Note 1: * Items reversed scored 
Note 2: Higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item; “1” = strongly disagree, “4” = 
strongly agree) 
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Table 5: Three Most Positive Features about High School Perceived by Students and their Parents 
 
 
 
Table 6: Three Most Three Negative Features about High School Perceived by Students and their Parents 
 
 
  
Student  
(N = 3) 
Parent  
(N=23) 
1. Getting good grades (4.0) 1. Taking classes in new subjects (2.87) 
2. Making new friends (3.67) 2. Freedom to choose some classes (2.76) 
3. Freedom to chose some classes (3.33) 3. Getting good grades (2.67) 
Note 1: higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
Student  
(N = 3) 
Parent  
(N=23) 
1. Being around older students (2.0) 1. Difficulty finding way around school (1.91) 
2. Being in large school (2.33) 2. Difficult teachers (2.05) 
3. More choices for lunch (2.33) 3. Not feeling safe (2.05) 
Note 1: Higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
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Table 7:  Student Participation in Orientation Activities Reported by Students 
  
Orientation Activities Students 
Activities Offered & Engaged in 
(N=3) 
 Level of 
Helpfulness 
 Parti. Not  
partic. 
Not 
offered 
Not 
fam. 
 n m 
(SD) 
Not 
ans. 
8th grade IEP meeting discussing  
transition to high school 
1 -- 1 1 -- 1 5 -- 
8th grade tour of the high school 2 -- 1 -- -- 2 4 
(1.41) 
-- 
Shadowed a high school student as an 
8th grader 
1 -- 2 -- -- 1 4 -- 
8th grade assembly on transition to 
high school 
-- -- -- 3 -- -- -- -- 
Middle school talk led by a high 
school student about freshmen year 
-- 2 -- 1 -- -- -- -- 
Middle school talk led by teachers and 
staff 
-- -- 2 1 -- -- -- -- 
Summer school/summer bridge -- -- 2 1 -- -- -- -- 
Orientation day prior to first day of 
school 
3 -- 0 -- -- 3 4 (1) -- 
“Freshmen only” first day of school -- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
“Freshman only” early start on first 
day 
-- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
Freshmen fun/welcome night -- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
Big buddy or welcome ambassador 1 -- 2 -- -- 1 4 -- 
Parent, teacher and/or student 
conference  
-- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
Freshmen center -- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
“Freshmen only” vice principal or 
administrator 
-- -- 2 -- -- -- -- -- 
“Freshmen only” school counselor 1 -- 1 1 -- 1 3 -- 
Transition IEP in first month of high 
school 
-- -- 3 -- -- -- -- -- 
Note 1: Partic. = Participated in something like this; Not partic. = Something like this was offered but 
my child did not participate; Not offered = Something like this was not offered; Not familiar = Not 
familiar/don’t remember; Not ans. = Not answered 
Note 2:  Higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
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Table 8: Student Participation in Orientation Activities Reported by Parents 
 
  
Orientation Activity Parents 
Activities Offered & Engaged in 
(N = 23) 
 Level of 
Helpfulness 
 Partic. Not  
partic. 
Not 
offered 
Not 
fam. 
Not 
ans. 
 n m 
(SD) 
 
8th grade IEP meeting discussing  
transition to high school 
17 1 3 4 1  17 3.29 
(1.31) 
 
8th grade tour of the high school 19 0 4 0 --  18 3.82 
(1.22) 
 
Shadowed a high school student as 
an 8th grader 
4 1 15 3 --  4 3.75 
(1.89) 
 
8th grade assembly on transition to 
high school 
11 1 7 4 --  11 3.55 
(1.44) 
 
Middle school talk led by a high 
school student about freshmen 
year 
4 1 14 4 --  4 3.0 
(1.63 
 
Middle school talk led by teachers 
and staff 
13 0 6 4 --  13 3.31 
(1.25) 
 
Summer school/summer bridge 1 1 20 1 --  1 5  
Orientation day prior to first day of 
school 
15 0 6 2 --  15 4.20 
(1.08) 
 
“Freshmen only” first day of school 6 0 16 1 --  5 4.40 
(.55) 
 
“Freshman only” early start on first 
day 
3 1 17 2 --  3 3.67 
(.58) 
 
Freshmen fun/welcome night 4 1 15 3 --  4 3.50 
(.58) 
 
Big buddy or welcome ambassador 6 1 15 1 --  6 3.80 
(.45) 
 
Parent, teacher and/or student 
conference  
16 0 6 1 --  15 4.0 
(.76) 
 
Freshmen center 2 0 18 3 --  2 3.50 
(.71) 
 
“Freshmen only” vice principal or 
administrator 
6 2 13 2 --  6 2.83 
(1.47) 
 
“Freshmen only” school counselor 8 1 12 2 --  7 3.29 
(1.70) 
 
Transition IEP in first month of high 
school 
7 0 14 2 --  7 3.86 
(1.46) 
 
Note 1: Partic. = Participated in something like this; Not partic. = Something like this was offered but my 
child did not participate; Not offered = Something like this was not offered; Not familiar = Not 
familiar/don’t remember; Not ans. = Not answered 
Note 2:  Higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
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Table 9: People Identified as Helpers During Orientation by Students and their Parents. 
 
 
 
Table 10: Most Frequently Reported Orientation/Transition Activities Reported and their Mean Scores 
 
 
 
 
 
Table 11: Most Frequent Individuals Identified as Helpful During Orientation/Transition into High School 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Helpers  Students 
(N = 3) 
Parents 
(N = 23) 
 (n) m(SD) (n) m (SD) 
Parent or caregiver 3 5 (0) 20 4.7 (.47) 
Sibling (brothers, sisters, step, etc.) 3 3.67 (.58) 18 3.17 (1.42) 
Other family members (cousins, etc.) 1 5 14 3 (1.41) 
Students/friends in classes 3 4.33 (.58) 20 3.95 (.60) 
Other new students at the high school 2 3 (0) 20 3.5 (.89) 
Older students at the high school 3 4 (0) 19 3.42 (1.07) 
Friends or peers outside of school 3 4 (0) 16 3.13 (1.09) 
Teachers at the high school 3 5 (0) 23 4.04 (.70) 
Counselors at the high school 2 5 (0) 22 3.95 (1.25) 
Other adults (e.g., administrators, coaches, etc.) 3 5 (0) 23 3.65 (1.15) 
Note 1:  Higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
Student  
(N = 3) 
Parent  
(N=23) 
1. Orientation day (n = 3; M = 4) 1. 8th grade tour of the high school (n=19; M=3.82) 
2. 8th grade tour of the high school (n = 2; M = 4) 2. 8th grade transition IEP meeting (n=17; M=3.29) 
3. 8th grade transition IEP meeting (n = 1; M = 5) 3. Parent, teacher, student conference (n=26; M=4) 
4. Big Buddy (n = 1; M = 4) 4. Orientation day (n=15; M=4.2) 
5. “Freshmen only” school counselor (n = 1; M = 3) 5. MS Talk led by teachers/staff of MS  
   (n=13; M=3.31) 
Note 1: higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
Note 2: IEP = Individual Education Plan; MS = Middle School 
Student  
(N = 3) 
Parent  
(N=23) 
1. Parents or caregivers (n=3; M=5) 1. Parent or caregiver (n = 20; M = 4.70) 
2.  Teachers at high school (n=3; M=5) 2. Teachers at the high school (n = 23; M = 4.04) 
3.  Counselors at high school (n=3; M=5) 3. Students/friends in classes (n = 20; M = 3.95) 
4.  Other adults (n=3; M=5) 4. Counselors at high school (n = 22; M = 3.95 
5. Other family members (n=1; M=5) 5. Other adults (n=23; M = 3.65) 
Note 1: higher mean scores indicate a more positive view of the item 
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Table 12: Summary of Thematic Results: Positive and Negative Aspects of High School Across Domain 
 Academic Social  Organization 
Positive Freedom to choose classes 
 
“It was more focus, wasn’t 
like in earlier grades when 
I was everyone. It’s like 
when you are in math - well 
I guess technically it is like 
this in high school too, but 
it was less noticeable for 
me – you are with everyone 
including the people that 
don’t care about math or 
computers. But in high 
school as oppose to earlier, 
I was in more focused 
classes so I was in with less 
people that didn’t care 
about the class.” 
(Student) 
 
Extracurricular activities 
 
“The clubs, sports, stuff like 
that.” 
(Student) 
 
“A lot of people, countless 
amounts of people had to talk 
me into going, but I almost 
didn’t go because I couldn’t 
find a date for it. The one 
main thing I did like was the 
prom.” 
(Student) 
 
Maturity 
“The psychological effect of 
telling people that he was in 
high school” 
(Parent) 
 
Flexibility in scheduling 
 
“I liked that there was more 
freedom in the class 
scheduling.” 
(Student) 
 
Negative Curriculum 
 
“I hated the fetal pig 
dissection.” 
(Student) 
 
Inflexible teachers 
“Give teachers more 
training in being flexible 
and working with diverse 
populations (e.g., what’s 
more important what’s 
more important – taking 
longer to do an assignment 
while learning the material, 
or getting it done on time” 
(Parent) 
 
 
Complexity of Social 
Competency 
 
“Things that are hard to 
teach um like contents and 
engaging in social situations 
that kind of falls under 
sociability. Like I’m generally 
good at or I’m good at 
maintaining social whatever 
that word, but I’m usually, it’s 
usually hard to learn how to 
know when to know when to 
do it because hey, because it’s 
confusing whether or not I 
would say interrupting 
people, or interrupting isn’t 
the best work, breaking into 
conversation.” 
(Student) 
Teacher expectations 
 
Student:” rules for each 
teacher” 
 
Facilitator: “Because they 
all are kind of wanting 
something different in 
classes?” 
 
Student. “Mmm-hmmm.“ 
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Table 13: Summary of Thematic Results: Orientation and Transition Supports 
 
 
 Self-initiated Parent Initiated School Initiated 
Formal Asking for help 
 
“I got some help from the, I 
went to the guidance 
counselor.  But they come 
back, I’m not sure if that is 
technically what her job 
was, but she was in the 
administration office, so 
something administary .” 
(Student) 
 
Parent, Teacher, Student 
Conference 
 
“When Liam started high 
school, we just met with the 
teacher prior to because 
we’re not like going to Open 
House cause that’s just going 
to be too overwhelming.” 
Orientation 
 
“Our school had a separate 
orientation for special 
needs” 
(Parent) 
 
“I said, this freshmen 
orientation, is there any 
plan to support him, they 
said, ‘no,’ and I’m like 
okay, I don’t think he can 
go by himself at this point.” 
(Parent) 
 
“I would have loved for my 
AS kid to have, they have 
two to three weeks right 
before school started, they 
tour the school, they 
become familiar with the 
school, they actually show 
them the type of work and 
the syllabi they’ll be 
exposed to… it was free, 
they provided 
transportation, I didn’t find 
out about it until after I had 
made plans for my older 
son.” 
(Parent) 
 
Peer Buddy 
“So this one girl, she was a 
senior, and I was a 
freshman. She showed me 
around.” 
(Student) 
 
Informal Finding way around 
 
“I don’t know if I ever 
actually asked students. But 
then, I also tend to be 
really good at maps.” 
(Student) 
 
“You just learned over 
time.” 
(Student) 
Talk and prepare at home 
 
“We talked at length about 
his schedule. He practiced 
opening a combination lock. 
We organized his notebook in 
color order of his schedule.” 
(Parent).  
Walking through schedule 
 
“The autism specialist took 
time to walk his schedule 
and introduce him to 
teachers who were in their 
classes at the time.” 
(Parent) 
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Table 14: Summary of Thematic Results: Loss of Services Across Time 
 In Middle School In High School Postsecondary 
Loss  
of services 
Being self-taught 
 
Student: “You didn’t learn 
in high school, you learned 
in middle school.” 
 
Facilitator: “How did you 
learn it?” 
 
Student: “They told you 
what classes you have to go 
to, your schedule, they told 
you how the system works, 
and how, where classes 
were located, and how they 
were located.” 
 
Facilitator: “Ok, and how 
did so when you were in 
middle school. Someone 
taught you that system?” 
 
Student: “No, in middle 
school, you pretty much just 
had to figure out to ask 
teachers.” 
Lower level of supports and 
services in high school 
 
“His three year IEP, he was 
involved in it and the teacher 
said, this is pretty much it, 
your not going to get any 
more help in high school.” 
(Parent) 
Unprepared for loss of 
services after high school 
 
“He never really had to 
learn much for himself 
because there was a lot of 
support and I think at some 
point there’s too much, not 
that most people get too 
much support, I think that 
with the transition to college 
my biggest problem and it’s 
me not him, but there was a 
lot of support in high school 
and there’s zero support 
now” 
(Parent).  
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Table 15: Summary of Thematic Results: Recommendations 
 Students Parents 
Recommendations Peer Buddy 
 
“In middle school, eighth graders show 
sixth graders where everything is. I 
think it would be kind of cool if seniors 
showed everyone else where all the 
buildings were because they would 
already know by then where everything 
was and where to go.” 
(Student) 
 
Video 
 
“I like a video that would teach us 
about Green Hills High School.” 
 
Support from Adults 
 
Facilitator: ”Would you like that 
person to be a student or a teacher?” 
 
Student: “A teacher” 
 
Not to provide special education 
orientation supports in front of their 
peers 
 
“Maybe everyone do it, everyone. Or do 
it on a day when there is no class, or 
something.” 
(Student) 
Staff training 
 
I think most regular ed teachers have a 
very limited knowledge of autism in 
general. I think it’s going to be very 
different in the self-contained classrooms, 
the OCS teachers, but I think anything 
that my kid’s teachers knew, it was 
because of me, we bugged them, bugged 
them and bugged them.” 
(Parent) 
 
Orientation to Autism 
 
Facilitator: “Not just an orientation of 
your child to the school, but your child 
and autism and general to the school. 
[general agreement from parents], what 
would be some of the information that 
you would feel would be valuable for…” 
 
Parent: “Understanding the difference 
between can’t and wont.” 
 
Support from Peers 
 
Parent 1: “And I like it from a kid as 
opposed to a teacher.” 
 
Parent 2: “Because a kid thinks 
differently than a teacher does.” 
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Appendix Two: Figures 
 
Figure 1: Student and Parent Perceptions of Transitional Aspects  
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